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Fresh Oysters and 
Sour Deals 


4 (ns Oysters! beautiful Oysters,” trumpeted a headline 

in a Batavia, New York, newspaper in 1824. “While we 
partake of the fresh and delicious {Long Island oysters}, the 
paper's editor continued, “let us remember that Providence is 
the author of the ocean, and DeWitt Clinton the Projector of 
the Erie Canal.”? 

In the years after the Erie Canal linked the Great Lakes to the 
Atlantic Coast, many settlers in the western hinterlands of New 
York marveled at the availability of fresh oysters so far inland. 
Unlike the more common pickled and stewed varieties, fresh 
oysters spoiled easily and could be consumed only within a few 
days’ travel from the coast. In 1817, the year construction began 
on the Erie Canal, freight could take several weeks to reach a 
town like Batavia from the port city of New York, having tra- 
versed hundreds of miles over water and land before reaching its 
destination. The difficulty and expense of the land portion of the 
journey meant that many goods did not travel between these two 
points at all. DeWitt Clinton, the future governor of New York 
and soon to be the most vocal proponent of the Canal, had re- 
marked in 1810 that the road leading to Batavia “is bad; it runs 
through swampy ground, and is sand with bogs.” After the com- 
pletion of the Erie in 1825, cargo moved along the same route 
with greater ease, in much less time, and at a small fraction of 
the expense. That one could now savor fresh oysters so far from 
the sea symbolized the single greatest triumph of the Erie Canal: 
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it compressed distance and time in ways that had previously 
seemed impossible.” 

Yet many New Yorkers who applauded the waterway’s accom- 
plishments also mourned the loss of what they perceived as a 
simpler, more moral way of life that disappeared with the arrival 
of the Canal. Dr. Alexander Coventry, an otherwise ardent sup- 
porter of the Erie Canal, complained in 1825 about “the sharp 
tricks of the day.” The doctor had intended to sell one of his 
animals at an auction of canal horses in January of that year. 
Before the auction began, “a very genteelly dressed young man” 
offered to buy Coventry’s horse and promised to return later with 
the money. Assuming that he had contracted to sell his horse to 
a credible buyer, Coventry did not put the animal up for sale at 
the auction. But the well-dressed man never returned. The young 
stranger, it seems, turned out to be merely posing as a prospec- 
tive buyer so that his partner, who wanted to sell inferior horses 
at the auction, would not have to compete with the “best” live- 
stock, as Coventry considered his own. Thus when the doctor 
remarked that “{cJanalling is hard business for horses,” he was 
not expressing sympathy for the animals who towed canal boats. 
He was lamenting instead what he saw as impersonal market 
conditions that made business transactions difficult for an honest 
horse seller like himself. While “sharp” dealing obviously long 
predated the new waterway, it was the Canal that brought such 
practices into the everyday lives of men such as Alexander 
Coventry.’ 


Fresh oysters and sour deals were among the daily reminders of 
the ways in which the Erie Canal was reshaping the lives of 
ordinary Americans. Part of the larger transportation revolution, 
the Ene Canal played a major role in the transformation of the 


the i i utions ae swept across the 
northern United States early in the nineteenth century. Because 
the Canal also brought changes to the intimate details of people’s 


Fresh Oysters and Sour Deals 5 


lives—from the food they ate to the way they transacted busi- 
ness—residents of upstate New York regularly grappled with 
the new waterway’s impact on their habits and values.‘ 

The story of the Erie Canal thus offers a rich perspective on 
the tumultuous era between the War of 1812 and the Civil War. 
This period in American history saw dramatic changes in the 
ways people perceived and organized their lives. The Artificial 
River uses the Erie Canal region as a microcosm in which to , 
explore the relationships between some of the antebellum era’s ke 
important transformations: widespread geographic mobility; 
rapid environmental change; government intervention in eco- . 
nomic development; market expansion; the reorganization of a 
work; ‘and moral reform. /Among the middle classes, these ~~ 
changes would be grouped together as signs of “progress”, or oy 
“improvement.” For them progress meant, in large part, t . 
men and women were taking an active role in realizing a divinely Rob 
sanctioned movement toward the perfectibility of the natural and A 
human worlds.’ 

This understanding of progress would play a central role in 
defining Northern sectional identity in the decades leading up 
to the Civil War. The revolutions in transportation, marketing, 
and industry, along with rapid urbanization, created the infra- | 
structure for the North and Midwest’s growing regional distinc- 
tiveness. These changes, which were as much social as structural, 
led Northerners and Midwesterners to perceive themselves as dif- SO 
ferent from the South, a region of the country which to them 
seemed hopelessly attached to a semifeudal economic and social 


system. Southerners seceded from the Union to preserve their = 


way of life based on slavery, but we cannot forget that North- ye 
erners refused to let them leave. Their unwillingness to do so 

stemmed in part from a re ompromise their vision of an 
The Artifuial River 


explores many components of that culture. 

The geographic region through which the newly born Erie 
Canal flowed presents a compelling, if far from universal, pattern 
for the antebellum North. The North was hardly a monolithic 
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region, and neither was upstate New York. Like the rest of the 
North, the Canal corridor—the area that fell within a day’s 
wagon ride (approximately twenty miles) of either side of the 
waterway—was predominantly agricultural on the eve of the 
Civil War. But, also like the rest of the North, it was undergoing 
rapid economic and social change. It had pockets of land that 
had not yet been settled by Euro-Americans, but it was also 
home to several of the most rapidly growing cities in the country. 
It provided fertile lands to yeoman farmers (primarily native- 
born white Americans), but it also fostered a large population of 
ethnically diverse wage laborers. And earlier in the nineteenth 
century, the upstate region played an important role in igniting 
the Second Great Awakening, a fiery evangelical movement that 
eyentually made its way across the country and that fed a rise in 
litionist sentiment in much of the North. As more of the 
orth and Midwest embraced the culture of progress during the 
antebellum period, the Canal corridor became increasingly less 
exceptional.’ ae 

By focusing on the entire Canal region, rather than a particular 
town, this book. more fully captures the intricacies of the era's 
"ever-growing web of commercial and social networks. The cost 
of expanding the book’s bounds beyond a single community is, 
of course, that it cannot pursue in depth questions about the 
Canal’s impact on individual lives; it cannot systematically ex- 
plore how the Canal influenced people’s production, income, mo- 
bility, and affiliations. Yet the regional overview compensates for 
this sacrifice of detail by enhancing our ability to answer a whole 
other set of questions: questions about how people of diverse 
circumstances and ambitions perceived the swift and profound 
transformations brought about by the revolution in transporta- 
tion. 

The Artificial River recounts, then, a chapter in American per- 
ceptions and aspirations. It does not seek to retell the familiar 
history of the Canal’s impact on westward expansion and north- 
eastern industrialization; rather, it looks at the men and women 
who visited the Canal’s locks, lived along its banks, and steered 
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its boats. Aware that they were caught up in a time of dramatic 
change, many residents and travelers alike recorded their 
thoughts about the new waterway, either in letters for distant 
relations or in diaries for posterity. Not content simply to let 
the Canal alter their lives, New Yorkers also tried to guide the 
Canal’s reshaping of upstate life. They petitioned the state gov- 
ernment for changes in Canal policy, mailed their complaints to 
newspapers, and participated in reform movements—and left a 
paper trail behind them. I have been fortunate enough to have 
access to collections of documents that have only recently become 
conveniently available to historians, particularly the extensive 
Canal Board Papers. New Yorkers addressed the Canal Board, a 
group of state officials, about issues like property damage, toll 
rates, employee transgressions, route alterations, boating dis- 
putes, construction contracts, and technological innovations. 
While the attitudes expressed in these documents can rarely be 
taken at face value, they offer an unusual glimpse at people’s 
ideas toward the Canal and the progress it symbolized.® 

Like all works of history, this book seeks not just to explain 
the complexities of people's lives and dispositions; it strives 
also to explore change over time. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, New 
Yorkers’ ideas about progress underwent notable transformations 
during the antebellum period. Their ideas about the environ- 
ment, community, political economy, market relations, and work 
all evolved——and became increasingly at odds with those of other 
New Yorkers. I trace the ways in which the Erie Canal contrib- 
uted td.a more fluid society of competing impulses, interests, 
and classes—a society no longer compatible with the political 
culture that sponsored and built the Canal in the first place. Out 
of those competing interests would emerge a new political cul- 
ture, one that was no less committed to progress but that adapted 
the meanings of progress to fit changing ideals and circum- 
stances. 

The Artificial River follows the story of the Erie Canal from its 
ground-breaking in 1817 to the 1862 official completion of a 
quarter-century-long project to widen, deepen, and reroute the 
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waterway. As boats began carrying freight from Buffalo to Al- 
bany in the 1820s, virtually all New Yorkers could celebrate the 
Canal as a wonder of human progress, an accomplishment rep- 
resenting the seemingly unlimited potential of a nation founded 
on republican principles. The new canal would not only expand 
agricultural and commercial opportunities; it would, they hoped, 
keep the new nation bound together, an especially pressing con- 
cern for Americans as the country once again confronted the 
slavery issue with Missouri’s 1819 application for statehood.’ 
By the 1860s, residents of the Canal corridor took the Canal 
—and progress—for granted. They argued with one another 
about just what progress meant, and often they shared Alexander 
Coventry's disapproval of certain aspects of progress itself. Yet 
despite their disagreements and ambivalence, upstate New York- 
ers generally shared a commitment to the notion that humans 


- could improve and perfect the world’around them. When many 


of those New Yorkers joined other Northerners in taking up 
arms to preserve the Union, they carried that commitment with 
them. The young soldiers who boarded canal boats to begin their 
journeys to the front lines could not remember the days when 
there had been no artificial river connecting the Great West to 
the East Coast. The waterway seemed as natural to them as their 
Northern way of life. Yet neither would have been even imagin- 
able to their grandparents, the generation that had ratified the 
Constitution. The Artificial River traces the ways in which the 
citizens of New York took one of the extraordinary achievements 
of the young Republic and rendered it—along with the culture 
it helped create—ordinary. 


Visions of Progress 


N JULY 4, 1817, at daybreak, cannons boomed as a crowd 
assembled near Rome, New York, to watch the digging of 
the first spadeful of Erie Canal dirt. The honor fell to Judge John 
Richardson, who had been awarded the first contract to build a 
section of the waterway. Richardson addressed the gathering, 
proclaiming, “By this great highway unborn millions will easily 
transport their surplus productions to the shores of the Atlantic, 
procure their supplies, and hold a useful and profitable inter- 
course with all the marine nations of the world.” He then drove 
his spade into the ground, and——-according to the Utica Gazette 
—‘‘was followed by the citizens, and his own laborers, each 
vieing with the other in this demonstration of joy of which all 
partook on that interesting occasion.”* Amid an enthusiastic and 
popular celebration of the nation’s Revolutionary heritage, the 
state of New York had begun construction on what was to be 
one of the longest artificial waterways in the world.' 
Events leading up to that sunrise ceremony began hundreds 
of millions of years earlier, with a series of continental collisions 
giving rise to the Adirondack and Appalachian mountains. By 


* While some quotations have been abbreviated for clarity, otherwise the 
original punctuation, spelling, grammar, capitalization, underlining, and 
italics have been maintained. These variations reflect the educational levels 
and emotional tones of their authors, helping to convey the medley of 
nineteenth-century voices that remarked on the Erie Canal and the para- 
doxes of progress. 
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producing intimidating obstacles to human migration, those nat 
ural barriers——together covering an area between what are today 
southern Canada and northern Alabama-—checked the westward 
expansion of the vast majority of Euro-American settlers in the 
original colonies, and in the newly formed states, of North Amet 

ica. Those who did venture beyond the Atlantic basin took ad 

vantage of several gaps left by the prehistoric collisions. In the 
northern colonies, the only such break was the one through 
which the Mohawk River flowed easterly from central New York 
to the Hudson River, which in turn ran southward into the 
Atlantic Ocean. While Dutch and British colonists took up 
farming along the Mohawk and other natural rivers and lakes of 
central New York, they, too, found their westward migration 
restrained once they reached Lake Oneida, near the head of the 
Mohawk. From that point, more than 150 miles east of Lake 
Erie, no major waterway permitted easy access through the west- 
ern interior. Until shortly before Judge Richardson broke ground 
on the canal that would extend 363 miles between Lake Erie 
and the Hudson, residents of the region had no reason to believe 
that such a waterway would ever exist in their lifetimes.” 

But some western New Yorkers dreamed it might. The desire 
for a canal running the width of upstate New York emerged in 
the early eighteenth century and reveals something about the 
aspirations and values of settlers in the region. If eighteenth- 
century inhabitants generally dismissed such an artificial water- 
way as mere fantasy, an undertaking beyond the realm of human 
accomplishment, they did project more realistic, shorter chan- 
nels. For them, the topography of upstate New York was evi- 
dence not of the shifting crust of the earth but of the Hand of 
Providence. God, they reasoned, would not have created breaks 
in mountain chains or riverbeds unless Man (to use the contem- 
porary term) was destined to finish the work. Yet canals of any 
length required great investments of labor and capital, and the 
Dutch and the English governments had not seriously considered 
devoting such resources to develop their New York colonies, 
even though they had both undertaken extensive transportation 


“nNotle CUHK, * 
3 Visions of Progress si 


i 
‘Wh thelr own countries. Still, local interest in canals sug- 
at least some settlers on the New York frontier shared 
Tin commercial exchange and modernization. As early 
seventeenth century, Iroquois and Dutch traders had made 
the region's natural waterways to exchange furs and guns. 
Mie recent times, European settlers had been attracted to 
jon's river valleys precisely because of the connection to 
they provided. 
tH course, as many historians would be quick to point out, 
mle alone does not make for a commercial society organized 
the ideal of progress. They would agree that farmers 
ht ways to unload agricultural “surpluses,” but the very 
“surplus,” these scholars argue, suggests that the average 
if did not intentionally produce for trade, and certainly not 
{or a market beyond the local community. And when farmers 
did exchange goods and services with neighbors, these transac- 
tions rarely involved cash—not because cash was in short supply, 
but rather because they saw no use for assigning monetary values. 
Instead, they calculated value in terms of social worth, and sim- 


in exchange for five chickens, since that was what it would take 
to feed his family during the time he spent away from his own 
farm duties. Or he might simply hold the neighbor accountable 


for two days’ labor at some later time.` These farmers sought, not 
to accumulate wealth, but to secure a “competency” that would ` 


w their families to live a comforta Ndent exis- 
tence in a community limited in geographic reach. Historians 
have found ample evidence suggesting that such a moral econ- 
omy endured in some parts of the country into the nineteenth 
century. Whether New Yorkers of the colonial period tended to 
see themselves as peasants seeking a competence, businessmen 
pursuing profits, or consumers yearning for luxuries, their inter- 
est in canals suggests that at least some had aspirations to engage 
in broader market exchange.‘ 

Certainly by the turn of the nineteenth century, families em- 


ply kept accounts of what Q n ed. A farmer, 
or example, might work for two days in his neighbor’s cornfield = 
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igrating to New York—whether from New England or from the 
Old World—saw access to markets as a prerequisite for settle- 
ment. To meet this demand, private land developers, such as the 
Dutch-owned Holland Land Company, invested heavily in roads 
connecting interior lands to commercial entrepôts. Access _ to 
markets made the land much more valuable, and by the time 
pork began on the Erie Canal, upstate New ork had a system 
of turnpikes and roads linking remote farming areas to natural 
' waterways, over which settlers sent their produce to distant mar- 
kets. Beginning in 1792, the Western Inland Lock Navigation 
Company and the Northern Inland Lock Navigation Company 
tried to turn a profit by improving some of the waterways them- 
selves. Drawing on the financial resources of stockholders, many 
of whom would become the strongest advocates of the Erie Canal, 
the Western Company built canals, dams, and locks along the 
Mohawk River. These efforts aimed to establish more reliable 
commercial links among inland New York and the entrepôt of 
Albany on the Hudson, from which goods could go on to the 
Atlantic port of New York City. Although the company failed 
to make a profit because of the scheme’s technological limitations 
and financial miscalculations, its goal nonetheless suggests that, 
as early as the 1790s, investors believed that farmers wanted an 
improved means of transporting their goods to an international 
port.’ i 
Settlers in upstate New York already took part in a system © 
economic relationships that revolved around the long-distance 
trade of goods and services for specie or credit. Some farmers 
hoped to use these market relationships to gain no more than 
economic independence and physical comfort—to sell the fruits 
of their labor in exchange for things they did not make or grow 
themselves. Mary Ann Archbald, who emigrated from Scotland 
in 1807 with her husband and children, held such aspirations. 
Three years after arriving in the United States, the Archbalds 
sold their initial tract of land and bought a farm directly along 
the banks of the Mohawk River to gain easier access to the New 
York market. The Archbalds had considered moving to Ohio, 
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but worried that the new territory was “at a great distance from 
markets . . .” If the Archbalds hoped only to trade goods and 
services within a local community, the distance to “markets” 
would not have been an issue; instead they might have worried 
about isolation from neighbors. The Archbalds sold their cloth 
and wheat in New York City while also growing rye, corn, bar- 
ley, peas, oats, and potatoes. Mary Ann Archbald manufactured 
the cloth herself from the wool shorn from the family’s seventy 
sheep. The size of the flock alone suggests that the Archbalds 
produced for the market and did not merely find themselves with 
an unplanned “surplus” of goods. Yet Mary Ann Archbald spoke 
of her quest for “independence” —that is, her dream of owning 
their farm outright, of being free from indebtedness, and thus 
free from the control and whims of a creditor. Indeed, in 1828 
Archbald would be able to boast, “There was also a considerable 
debt on the farm which [her son Jamie} had been paying as he 
earned it & expect to have it all cleared off this fall . . . now, as 
being out of debt is, in my estimation, being rich I trust that I 
will in my nixt {letter} be able to tell you positively that I am 
rich.” For Archbald, wealth came in the form of independence.° 
Personal motivations, though, often defy generalization. Other 
settlers had more entrepreneurial goals; they concentrated on re- 
ducing their production costs while selling their goods as dearly 
as the market allowed. In 1808, Mary Ann Archbald tried to 
offer a sweeping picture of her new home to the acquaintances Y 
she left behind. “We are a nation of traders in spite of all Mr, | 
Jefferson can say or do,” Archbald wrote. “{MJoney money id 


thing...” idst of the Jeffersonian em- 


bargo on international goods, Archbald’s comment makes clear 


v 


t t 

were engaging in long-distance trade. Moreover, many of these 
settlers aimed not just to secure independence but rather to earn 
money and to profit from their connections to a larger commer- 
cial world. By cutting off legal trade with European nations, the 
embargoes had the unintended effect of raising the prices of those 
American goods that nonetheless reached European ports. Those 
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New Yorkers who continued to trade abroad expected a large 
sum of “money” in return. While Jefferson hoped to keep the 
new country free from the entanglements of European war, some 
citizens apparently cared less about possible enmeshments and 
more about their personal profit.’ 

It is not clear what distinguished independence-minded set- 
tlers from their profit-oriented neighbors. In fact, Mary Ann 
Archbald did not even have to look beyond her own home to 
witness entrepreneurialism. Her two sons tried their luck at 
mercantile ventures, activities she criticized as “speculation.” 
That the Archbald children and their mother held different ideas 
about economic gain suggests that settlers’ generational or gen- 
der backgrounds played into their attitudes toward market 
exchange. Mary Ann immigrated to the United States with 
her husband to establish an independent livelihood. Her sons, 
though, grew up in a “nation of traders” and eagerly looked 
forwatd to earning a living through the buying and selling of 
other people’s goods. They bought lumber and wheat from west- 
ern farmers and tried to sell it at a profit to other merchants in 
the eastern cities of Albany and New York.® 

Still, those sons did not exclusively concern themselves with 
their personal gain. Jamie, who helped build the section of the 
Erie Canal passing in front of his mother’s farm, did not make 
money from the venture, contrary to his expectations. Obviously 
disappointed, he nonetheless appreciated how his efforts would 
help the “general utility.” While engaging in individualistic, or 
liberal, pursuits of wealth, Jamie also retained belief in the 
founding principles of the Republic: that the goals of individuals 


JPE, should be subordinated to the common good, or the common- 
Rep we. ma ; . : 
| 4 wealth. It was Jamie’s mixture of liberal and republican im- 


(asui x pulses, not his mother’s, that would represent the nation’s 


future.? 

American politicians began planning for that future before the 
ink had dried on the Constitution. Even as they debated the 
principles that should govern their unique political experiment, 
the new nation’s leaders could not ignore the pressing problems 
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that emerged in the years after the Revolution. The United States 
urgently needed to accommodate its swelling population, to pay 
its war debts, and to reduce its dependence on Europe. Under 
the first party system that emerged in the 1790s, the Founding 
Fathers divided into two main schools of thought about how 
to develop the country’s economy. Federalists, with Alexander 
Hamilton at their helm, supported a strong central govern- 
ment that would help sponsor commercial expansion, industrial 
and urban development, and international trade. Democratic- 
Republicans, under the leadership of Thomas Jefferson and James 
Madison, favored placing power in the hands of the states and 
limiting any role the federal government might play in com- 
mercial development. Unlike the Hamiltonians, who wanted to 
promote manufacturing, the Jeffersonian Republicans foresaw 
the nation remaining predominantly agrarian. Limited manufac- 
turing, in their view, would provide a domestic outlet for agri- 
cultural surpluses, but it should not be the mainstay of the 
developing economy. Whereas Hamiltonians wanted to expand 
over “time,” Jeffersonians envisioned expansion taking place over 
“space’’——in the language of the day.!° 

Whichever method of economic growth they preferred, the 
first generation of national leaders recognized the importance of 
internal improvements. A system of roads and canals would allow 
settlers, raw materials, and finished goods to move affordably 
between the nation’s thinly populated interior and its increas- 
ingly crowded coastal basin. Because the colonial powers had 
invested so little in commercial transportation routes, in 1800 
shipping a ton of goods thirty miles into the interior of the 
United States cost as much as shipping the same goods all the 
way to England. Clearly, the situation needed improvement if 
the nation was to prosper.'! 

The notion of “improving” the physical world did not origi- 
nate with the American Revolution, but it took on new mean- 
ings in its aftermath. Americans often ranked the founding of 
the American Republic as an event secondary in importance only 
to the creation of the earth. While the physical world had been 
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the work of God alone, the Revolution had been a divinely sanc- 
tioned endeavor to perfect the human world. However limited 
the visions of the Founding Fathers seem to us today, particularly 
in regard to human equality, in their day the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution offered adult white men un- 
paralleled rights and responsibilities. Drawing on the fervor and 
ideology of their Revolution (and, in the North, borrowing from 
their Puritan heritage), Americans believed that they had been 
placed on earth to finish God’s work in shaping the New World. 
Their destiny was to perfect the human and physical world. 
Where God left gaps in the Appalachian Mountains, in other 
words, He intended humans to create their own rivers. 

Motivated by a combination of economic and ideological im- 
peratives, politicians on both the national and state levels em- 
braced initiatives to expand the young nation’s transportation 
networks. The federal government concentrated on financing 
roads for pedestrians, stagecoaches, and livestock. Its greatest 
achievement came with the opening of the National Road in 
1818, connecting points in Virginia and Maryland; ultimately, 
the road would extend to Illinois. More extensive national efforts 
to improve transportation routes suffered from the scruples and 
inclinations of some Republicans, who controlled the federal gov- 
ernment from the so-called Revolution of 1800 (when Jefferson 
won the Presidency from the Federalist John Adams) until the 
evolution of the second party system in the 1820s (after Andrew 
Jackson defeated John Quincy Adams’s bid for reelection). Jef- 
ferson and his successor, Madison, both subscribed to narrow 
constitutional interpretations of the scope of federal authority, 
which made them hesitate to approve any measures not specifi- 
cally falling within the purview of the national government. 
Their critics argued that these first two presidents in the “Vir- 
ginia Dynasty” became particularly scrupulous when it came to 
authorizing transportation improvements north of the Mason- 
Dixon Line. But in both the South and the North, most public 
works projects proceeded with the help of state rather than fed- 
eral money.’ 
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The states concentrated their efforts on constructing turnpikes, 
which helped to open the West to settlement but which also 
suffered from serious limitations. Difficult to maintain, these 
roads became clouded with suffocating dust in dry conditions 
and soaked with impenetrable mud in wet weather. Thickets of 
fallen trees blocked the passage of coaches and carts for days, or 
even weeks, at a time. Few governments, though, could afford 
to invest in the much more costly, but reliable, artificial water- 
ways. While private companies like the Western Inland Lock 
Navigation Company undertook small canal projects, they often 
fell short of their investors’ goals even with state subsidies, dis- 
couraging others from risking their capital in similar undertak- 
ings. Before work began on the Erie Canal, only three canals in 
the United States were more than two miles long. The longest 
extended a mere twenty-seven miles. Most Americans had no 
choice but to move their goods, and themselves, on unpredictable 
natural waterways and dependably bad foads.'? | 

As a result, Long Island oysters, even the pickled variety, 
rarely reached a town like Batavia before the Erie Canal made 
possible the reliable and inexpensive transportation of goods be- 
tween the Atlantic Coast and the Great Lakes. And Batavia was 
no isolated outpost. As home to the offices of the Holland Land 
Company, Batavia was a business center and transportation hub 
in the 18108." Of trade into and out of Batavia 


“followed fiatural waterways, which ran to the south and north. 


Had some merchants been determined, nonetheless, to move 
goods to Batavia from New York City, they would have sailed 
(or, increasingly after 1815, steamed) up the Hudson, loaded 
their freight on a wagon in Albany, and followed the turnpike 
westward. Unlike passage on waterways, turnpike travel was 
rugged even under the best of conditions. In 1816, a visitor to 
central New York complained that “the great part was a cause- 
way formed of trunks of trees and so sparing had the inhabitants 
been of their soil, that we could by our feelings have counted 
every tree we jolted over...” 

Because of the difficulty in transporting goods, East Coast 
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merchants limited their trade with settlers in the hinterlands. 
Yet those settlers, even those who went west in search of their 
simple “independence,” did not want to give up the comforts of 
home—heavy furniture and fragile housewares, recent news, and 
frequent visitors. Without dependable and inexpensive ways to 
transport such amenities, relatively few Euro-Americans made 
claims on the vast and fertile lands west of the Appalachians. 
Since those settlers who did venture west had limited choices for 
marketing their produce, much of New York’s commerce flowed 
out of the state, indeed sometimes out of the country. Some 
settlers in the western part of the state shunned completely the 
difficulties of hauling freight along the west—east route to the 
Hudson, especially since the Mohawk River remained largely 
unnavigable despite the early efforts to improve it. Instead they 
used natural waterways to reach Pittsburgh to the south and 
Montreal to the north.’ 

Eager to channel commerce through their own state, a number 
of business-minded New Yorkers began after the Revolution to 
devise ways to carve artificial waterways between the Great Lakes 


iv” w zand the Hudson. The most prominent of these men was Jesse 


Hawley, a four merchant in the Finger Lakes region. Beginning 
in 1807, during a twenty-four-month confinement in debtors’ 
prison, Hawley wrote fourteen essays outlining a system of wa- 
terways that, by tapping the vast resources of Lake Erie, would 
transform New York’s landscape, settlement, and commerce. 
Like Mary Ann Archbald, he realized that people wanted con- 
nections to international markets. The question was not whether 
an artificial waterway was desirable but whether it was practic- 
able.'® 

Hawley argued that an east-west canal through upstate New 
York was in fact viable, since it would follow a course laid out 
by “the Author of nature.” While his essays suggested a quite 
specific route for the “artificial river,” as some contemporaries 
would nickname the project, politicians around the state did not 
rush to accept his proposal. Rather, the New York State Legis- 
lature funded, in 1808, a survey to compare Hawley’s “interior 
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route” to the “lake route” that others preferred. The interior 
route would involve one long canal running from the Hudson 
to Lake Erie, while the “lake route” would run through Lake 
Ontario; from there, boats would travel west to the Niagara 
River, down which they would pass to Lake Erie after a sub- 
stantial portage around Niagara Falls. Each route had its advan- 
tages and limitations. The lake route, while much shorter and 
thus less expensive, relied on Lake Ontario, which was insecurely 
positioned near British territory—an issue that seemed all the 
mote important as hostilities between the two countries escalated 
in the aftermath of the Jeffersonian embargoes. The interior route 
would be harder to build but would fall well within the bounds 
of American soil.” 

From the outset, the debate in New York over the potential 
canal routes revolved as much around politics as around engi- 
neering and international security. In 1810, a joint resolution of 
the New York State Legislature appointed the first group of 
seven commissioners to oversee the state’s canal-building. These 
original commissioners—Gouverneur Morris, Stephen Van Rens- 
selaer, DeWitt Clinton, Simeon DeWitt, William North, Tho- 
mas Eddy, and Peter B. Porter—were all prominent and wealthy 
New Yorkers. In an attempt to avert party bickering, the leg- 
islature had chosen the commissioners with an eye toward rep- 
resenting each of the era’s main political factions, Federalists as 
well as Democratic-Republicans of all stripes. Yet this attempt 
to build a political consensus on the canal-building issue did not 
prevent upstate politicians from waging campaigns to have the 
survey run through their portions of the state. Meanwhile, pol- 
iticians representing the eastern and southern sections of the 


state, and especially New Ci sed the canal project 


altogether, worrying that their constituents would bear the fi- 
nancia f an artificial waterway without reaping any o N 


its benefits. Throughout the canal period, politicians and priva 


citizens often took stands on internal improvements based not 
on party affiliation but on local concerns about prosperity.'® 


Hawley’s essays also left unresolved who would fund what © 
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promised to be a very expensive undertaking. When New York 
conducted its 1808 survey, many of its legislators believed that 
the federal government would back the project financially. They 
pointed to the report issued in that mnie year by Albert Gallatin, 
Jefferson’s Secretary of the Treasury, | calling for appropriations 
for a national system of roads and canals. That report, which laid 
the groundwork for the funding of the' National Road, also men- 
tioned a canal between the Hudson and Lake Ontario. The en- 
suing debates in Congress centered on whether the proposed 
canal would benefit the country as a whole or whether it would 
favor a particular section, while Jefferson and like-minded men 
also worried that the Constitution did not allow the federal gov- 
ernment to finance such projects. Before these questions were 
decided, the War of 1812 interrupted matters. 

That conflict turned the nation’s attention and resources else- 
where, while also highlighting for New Yorkers the advantages 
of an inland waterway. Because fighting took place mostly along 
the border between New York and Canada, the war accentuated 
the precarious nature of the Montreal market. A canal would 
provide access to a more stable market for the nation’s western 
farmers. Moreover, the war and the embargoes leading up to it 
set off a boom in manufacturing in the northeastern states. Since 
Americans could no longer legally trade with Great Britain for 
manufactured goods, they had to spin and weave their own tex- 
tiles and sew their own shoes. The loss of access to European 
trade made an inexpensive route for western agricultural products 
even more essential, as a means both to feed industrial workers 
and their families and to provide raw materials for factories. 

New Yorkers still hoped that the federal government would 
pay for their proposed waterway once peace returned. In 1817, 
three years after the Treaty of Ghent brought hostilities to an 
official close, Congress passed an internal improvements bill that 
included funding for the New York canal, but Madison vetoed 
the act on his last day in office, citing qualms over its consti- 
tutionality. Without an amendment specifically authorizing 
Congress to fund transportation projects, he argued, the federal 
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government could not legally sponsor projects like the Erie 
Canal, as desirable as those projects might be. Some critics ac- 
cused Madison of having sectional biases, of not wanting to boost 
New York, the arch economic rival of his native Virginia. What- 
ever his motivations, it became clear that any such future trans- 
portation projects would have to be undertaken by the states. 
This was to be an era of state, rather than national, power.!? 

DeWitt Clinton then took the lead in piecing together a 
bill in the state legislature that funded an interior canal from 
New York’s coffers. His task was not easy, since the war had 
inflamed political divisions within the state. In 1812, Clinton 
had come forward as a peace candidate for President, competing 
against his fellow Republican James Madison and, in the process, 
splitting the New York Republicans into Clintonians and anti- 
Clintonians. Since Clinton’s name would become the one most 
associated with the Canal project (which critics derided as “Clin- 
ton’s big ditch”), strong anti-Clintonian sentiment impeded his 
efforts to negotiate compromises over funding. While most pol- 
iticians voted, in the end, for what they perceived to be their 
local interests, those who still wavered often chose sides on the 
Canal Bill based on their more general sentiments about the 
controversial Clinton, rather than on the merits of the water- 
way.” 

In 1817, the bill passed by a comfortable, if not overwhelm- 
ing, majority. It established the Canal Fund, administered by 
elected officials, which was to fill its treasury from a variety of 
sources: a loan from the state, to be repaid from toll revenue; 
the sale of land donated to the state by land speculators who 
hoped to profit from soaring property values if the canal suc- 
ceeded; a levy on items sold at auctions; lotteries whose proceeds 
were designated for the Canal Fund; and taxes. The taxes, in 
particular, were designed to ensure that those who benefited 
most from the Canal would contribute the greatest amount to 
the expense of building and maintaining it. The state levied taxes 
on salt (abundant in the Canal region); steamboat travel (which 
would increase along the Hudson with the opening of the Canal); 
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and land within twenty-five miles of the Canal (property whose 
values would certainly increase from easy access to the market). 
Finally, the bill authorized the beginning of construction on the 
“Western Canal,” as the Erie was often called in the early years, 
as well as the “Northern Canal,” running between Albany and 
Lake Champlain. Also known as the Champlain Canal, the sixty- 
six-mile northern waterway had been part of the compromise to 
- win approval from that part of the state.” 

The exact route of the Western Canal continued to be the 
subject of political wrangling even after 1817. The Canal Bill 
divided the Canal into three sections, but it provided for con- 
struction on the middle section only, the stretch of canal running 
between the Mohawk and Seneca rivers. The exact course of the 
other two sections would be left to later legislation, as would 
the funding for their construction. Since the middle section 
would improve navigation in the upstate region regardless of 
whether the other two sections ever came into being, politicians 
reasoned that it would serve as a good test of the state’s ability 
to oversee such a mammoth public works project, much larger 
than any other in the modern world. The middle section also 
promised to be the easiest to build, so the Canal’s promoters 
hoped to bolster public confidence in the larger project by 
showing early signs of success; future funding depended on that 
confidence. Decisions about building the other sections came 
gradually over the next few years. Meanwhile, communities dis- 
tant from the original Canal petitioned for the building of lateral 
canals to feed into the main waterway. While the state ultimately 
constructed eight other canals, and scores of smaller tributary 
waterways, it undertook only two projects between 1817 and 
1825: the Erie Canal and the much shorter Champlain Canal.” 


The decision to begin the Erie Canal’s construction on the Fourth 
of July was not, of course, mere coincidence. Then, as now, the 
Fourth was a day of national unity, when Americans put aside 
their differences and joined in celebrating all that was admirable 
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and special about their country. But then, unlike now, the Re- 
public was quite young, and people sensed that they were par- 
ticipating in an untried political system that might still fail. In 
1817, veterans of the American Revolution and the constitu- 
tional debates still harvested apples in New York, planted wheat 
in Virginia, and visited merchant houses in Philadelphia. They 
were in the final years of life and had seen many of their con- 


‘temporaries die before them; yet they remained national heroes 


and regaled their children and grandchildren with stories of the 
birth of the Republic and the idealism and courage that accom- 
panied it. When work began on the Erie Canal, the nation had 
just emerged from another war with Britain, a conflict that had 
in a sense tested the nation’s independence. While the treaty 
ending the war resolved few of the disputes between the two 
countries, it nonetheless had not weakened the United States, 
which remained subject to intense international scrutiny. 

In the wake of the Treaty of Ghent, the younger generation 
of Americans—the children of the founders—hoped to prove 
to skeptical Europeans that their republic permitted unprece- 
dented political freedoms and played a leading role in God’s plan 
to improve the earthly world. This new generation of Americans 
was also determined to make its mark. Even with God’s grace, 
though, the Erie Canal involved undeniable risks. At worst it 
would be a dismal failure, at best an expensive success. But if 
Americans could succeed in crafting the technological wonder of 
their day, they would demonstrate that the United States—and 
republicanism—-was very special indeed. 

The Fourth of July, a day of national unity, often brought 
together people who disagreed with one another the rest of the 
year, While Americans generally accepted that they were part of 
a political experiment, they often disagreed strongly about how 
that experiment should proceed. The debate over the ratification 
of the federal Constitution had divided them into Federalists and 
Anti-Federalists, and the disputes of the early national period 
had created Federalists and Republicans. But on that Indepen- 
dence Day in 1817, the nation as a whole was in the middle of 
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its short-lived “Era of Good Feelings” under President James 
Monroe, an era when it seemed as though the United States 
might actually realize George Washington's dream of a nation 
devoid of political parties. The Federalists were, for all practical 
purposes, no longer influential in national politics. Most Amer- 
icans had come to support economic and geographic expansion, 
even if they held different notions of how that growth should 
take place. Moreover, the slavery issue had not yet resurfaced to 
haunt the nation’s leaders. For the moment the country’s lead- 
ership seemed unified, divided perhaps by personal differences 
but not by overarching political visions. It would be another 
year or two before these divisive issues would reemerge and reveal 
a major political realignment.” 

DeWitt Clinton, the person most associated with the Erie 
Canal, in many ways personally embodied the political culture 
that helped give birth in the 1820s to the second party system, 
characterized by the rivalry between the Jacksonian Democrats 
and the Whigs. Clinton’s outlook, like that of many of his con- 
temporaries, exhibited both republican and liberal tendencies. 
He genuinely believed that the public good (the foundation of 
a republic) and private gain (the basis of a commercial economy) 
need not be at odds with each other. Clinton subscribed to “prac- 
tical republicanism,” which was the precursor to the Whig ide- 
ology that solidified in the 1830s and that, in turn, would evolve 
into the Republican ideology of Abraham Lincoln’s sectional 
party. | 

Adherents to practical republicanism believed that the nation’s 
common good depended on prosperity, individual opportunity, 
and an equal emphasis on rural and urban growth. These North- 
erners differed from Jeffersonian Republicans by adopting a mix 
of republican and liberal ideas and, in the end, had more in 
common with Northern Federalists than with Southern Repub- 
licans. Practical republicans thought the government should 
guide economic development by adopting protective tariffs and 
investing in internal improvements; they also rejected Adam 
Smith’s ideas about a laissez-faire economy. To ensure a just and 
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virtuous commonwealth, they desired a government run by in- 
dividuals who had proved their mettle in a market economy, 
achieved financial success, and demonstrated a commitment to 
good works. These successful men believed they had a moral 
obligation to help uplift those below them, and in turn they 
expected deference from those they helped. To practical repub- 
licans, morality and wealth sprang from the same source of vir- 
tue. And by improving the physical world around them, by 
building highways of “profitable intercourse,” Americans could 
realize their special destiny of universal moral and material 
prosperity.” 

DeWitt Clinton’s political philosophy and New York’s plans 
to build the Erie Canal both represented a growing commitment 
in the North to the culture of improvement. The very term 
“improvement,” however, is loaded with seeming contradictions. 
According to the scholar Raymond Williams, the word “im- 
prove” originally meant (before the sixteenth century) to “in- 
vest,” in the monetary sense. It later referred in particular to 
readying untamed land for agricultural purposes. Not until the 
eighteenth century did the term also take on the meanings we 
give it today: to make something better, generally in a moral or 
social sense. Like the related term “progress,” though, improve- 
ment retained its dual meaning: it could refer at once to eco- 
nomic and material advancement and to a less tangible sense of 
human accomplishment. The sponsors of the Erie Canal claimed 
both meanings for their new internal improvement, and residents 
of the Canal corridor would struggle to find ways to make com- 
patible the various meanings of improvement and progress. Their 
struggles would in the years to come promote a new political 
culture, one that DeWitt Clinton would not have recognized had 
he lived to see it.” 

By invoking the memories of the American Revolution, the 
waterway’s sponsors celebrated both the past and the future. 
They saw the Canal’s ground-breaking ceremony as the consum- 
mation of efforts made possible by the political values of the 
Revolutionary era. Yet that dawn ceremony also marked, they 
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hoped, the beginning of a new era of progress that would im- 
prove upon the nation’s economic and moral past. Throughout 
the canal era, New Yorkers would continue to link the past to 
the future, and those links would grow ever more paradoxical. 
They set out with an image of their Canal corridor as a “middle 
landscape” between nature (the past) and civilization (the 
future)—an image American politicians and intellectuals con- 
sciously cultivated. By linking the wilderness of the West to the 
port cities of the East, the Erie Canal could occupy a middle 
ground between savagery and urbanization. On that Indepen- 
dence Day in 1817, the Canal also represented the middle 
ground between the known values of the Revolutionary genera- 
tion and the uncertainties about what sort of social order—or 
disorder—might accompany progress.” 

Judge Richardson played the leading role in an event staged 
to focus Americans’ attention on their nationalistic and repub- 
lican past so as to quell fears about the uncertainty of the future. 
His supporting cast, the laborers who took over the digging, 
probably for that moment shared Richardson’s excitement over 
taking part in an event of international significance. The Utica 
Gazette took special note of the way the ceremony unified em- 
ployer and laborer in the, “joy” it brought them. In doing so, 
though, the Gazette may have hoped to spark additional support 
for the still-controversial and risky project; newspapers during 
this period intended to shape opinions as well as report them. 
Like their contemporaries who had established textile mills in 
Lowell, Massachusetts, just a few years earlier, the Canal’s sup- 
porters wanted to reassure the population at large that economic 
development need not result in the class divisions that plagued 
Europe. Judges, citizens, and laborers could all join in celebrat- 
ing progress. The Canal’s proponents believed that the social 
decay associated with rapid market growth (unemployment, pov- 
erty, crime, anonymity) could be avoided altogether in America’s 
interior and reformed in its ports because—unlike Europe—the 
United States was destined to political, physical, and moral 
greatness. And as construction began on the artificial river, many 
residents of the Canal corridor held similarly optimistic views.” 


2 


The Triumph of Art 


over Nature 


VER THE NEXT EIGHT YEARS, while skeptics worried that 

Clinton’s expensive ditch would never turn into a canal, 
residents of upstate New York celebrated virtually every mile- 
stone in the Erie’s completion. They took pride in the way that 
people had made a river where previously there had been none 
—in the words of one ceremonial ode, in the way that “proud 
ART o’er Nature has prevailed.” To finish Nature’s work of cre- 
ating a water connection between the Hudson River and Lake 
Erie had called for technological achievements considered won- 
ders of their era. Men as revered as Thomas Jefferson, himself a 
master of invention, had rejected the proposed Canal as “‘mad- 
ness,” impossible to accomplish given the state of scientific 
knowledge in the early nineteenth century. But New Yorkers 
had succeeded in making their artificial river, and they turned 
out in droves to celebrate the accomplishment.’ 

Usually sponsored by political and social elites, these celebra- 
tions represented well-staged, self-conscious expressions of un- 
restrained optimism about the Canal’s expected impact on New 
York State and the nation. The biggest events marked the pass- 
ing of the first boat along a portion of the middle section in 
1819; the uniting in the east of the Erie Canal to the Hudson 
River in 1823; and, with the completion of the waterway’s west- 
ern end in 1825, the navigation of the entire length of the wa- 
terway. While echoing the Revolutionary symbolism of the 
ground-breaking ceremony, these later celebrations took on 
greater proportions and included combinations of speeches, 
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prayers, songs, parades, theatrical performances, and artillery 
salutes. The general public attended the outdoor parades 
and artillery salutes, while the emerging commercial classes 
reserved for themselves the more exclusive indoor dinners 
and dances catering to “ladies and gentlemen.” Politicians and 
other “gentlemen,” for the most part, took responsibility for 
the oratory at these occasions, and offered speeches and toasts 
that lauded what they saw as the Canal’s accomplishments. 
When men like Alexander Coventry spent their time and 
money organizing these events, they put aside whatever unease 
they felt about the canal era and took the lead in applauding 
what all agreed was a triumph of human ingenuity and exer- 
tion.” 

Many residents of the upstate region had contributed their 
efforts to the Canal, and their excitement about the project arose, 
in part, from a sense that its accomplishments were theirs. Those 
politicians who had joined ranks with DeWitt Clinton to fight 
for the project’s approval congratulated themselves on their te- 
nacity and vision. Merchants and speculators contributed first by 
petitioning state officials to endorse the project and then by do- 
nating land through which the Canal could flow. Farmers ceded 
sections of their modest properties, and—along with artisans and 
merchants——became contractors in charge of constructing short 
portions of the Canal. Other artisans—blacksmiths, stonemasons, 
carpenters—built locks and aqueducts. Laborers shoveled and 
picked their way through New York’s solid landscape, and 
braved malaria and snakes in its swamps. While their husbands, 
fathers, brothers, and sons constructed the Canal, New York 
women boarded some of the laborers who did not have families 
in the area. After writing to a relative about the twenty Irishmen 
she and her daughters had lodged and fed, Mary Ann Archbald 
anticipated the obvious inquiry: “What are we doing you will 
ask with so many men?” The answer was simple: “digging the 
Canal...” A variety of New Yorkers identified their personal 
efforts with the artificial river, while others—like the factory 
girls who threw flowers at the governor during an 1820 
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celebration—-simply delighted in the success of what had seemed 
an impossible feat.? 


The Erie Canal was not the first important technological advance 
in the young nation. In addition to Robert Fulton’s steamboat, 
first launched on the Hudson River in 1807, several other in- 
novations had already enhanced human capacities to perform hu- 
man tasks. Eli Whitney’s cotton gin revolutionized cotton 
production after 1793, making it possible for one slave to do the 
work that would have previously required fifty. Slaves had long 
removed sticky cotton seeds with their fingers; now they could 
do so by turning a machine. Beginning in 1815, New England 
power looms, copied from British models, wove cotton into 
cloth. Previously women had used hand looms to manufacture 
textiles at home; now their productivity multiplied with the 
assistance of water-driven looms in factories.‘ 

Yet in 1817, when work began on the Canal, these techno- 
logical advances had directly touched the lives of only a small 
number of Northerners. Even farmers like the Archbalds, who 
were actively engaged in market trade, continued to make 
coarsely woven clothing into the 1820s. If few farmers wore 
ready-made clothing, even fewer would have laid eyes on the 
power looms of Lowell. Most early manufacturing took place in 
homes rather than factories and did not rely on new technology. 
Women braided hats and sewed shoes, tasks they had long per- 
formed, but now they did so to the specifications of a merchant 
who paid them by the piece and sold their wares for profit. Early 
industrialization and manufacturing relied on reorganizing work 
routines far more than it did on mechanization. As a result, the 
most intricate mechanisms most Americans would have been fa- 
miliar with in 1817 were clocks or the waterwheels of a local 
flour or grist mill.> 

Oddly enough, in some ways the Erie Canal also looked quite 
unremarkable. A mere four feet deep and forty feet wide, the 
artificial river could indeed resemble a big ditch. For two 
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stretches of more than sixty miles—the “long levels” —the Canal 
simply meandered along the route nature had molded: between 
Utica and Syracuse the Canal ran on a summit level alongside 
the Mohawk River, and between Rochester and Lockport it par- 
alleled the southern shore of Lake Ontario. Yet overall, from 
Albany to Buffalo, the Erie Canal had to overcome a 573-foot 
difference in elevation. Since the topography did not rise steadily 
along that course, but rather occasionally dipped into a valley or 
climbed a hill, the waterway had to travel over a combined ascent 
and descent of about 680 feet. Eighty-three locks raised and 
lowered boats in increments of from just a few feet to more than 
fifteen, while eighteen aqueducts carried the entire waterway, 
and the boats it transported, over river valleys. In an era when 
engineers and builders relied mostly on wood, the Canal’s stone 
and iron structures helped to usher in a new age in American 
technology while adding durable additions to the New York 
landscape. Wooden structures would rot away; these locks and 
aqueducts promised to be longer-lasting, thus allowing future 
generations to prosper from the foresight of the Canal’s 
builders.° 
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A view of the Rochester aqueduct circa 1825, from a piece of wallpaper lining a 
trunk. Canal scenes frequently appeared as household decorations 
(New York State Museum) 


The waterway’s unprecedented length and its multitude of 
locks and aqueducts made the creation of the Erie Canal an ex- 
traordinary feat. One farmer likened it to “building castles in 
the air. . .” While aqueducts had carried water since ancient 
times and locks had lifted boats for hundreds of years, the Erie 
presented a completely different magnitude. Imposing aqueducts 
of classical design carried boats over deep ravines for distances 
of more than a thousand yards at elevations of up to thirty feet. 
Meanwhile, the “combined” locks at Lockport-——which consisted 
of two sets of five locks stacked one on top of another—raised 
and lowered boats a total of sixty feet over what had been a 
daunting rock formation. Invited to ride in the very first boat 
to pass up those world-famous locks, the merchant Ira Blossom 
described his experience as “somewat calculated to bewilder the 
senses . . . Unmoved as I usually am by surrounding objects, I 
am willing to confess that I was more astonished than I ever was 
by anything I had before witnessed.” A visitor to the region a 
decade later would write of Lockport: “Here the great Erie Canal 
pea pae aa llla has defied nature, and used it like a toy . . .” Unlike cotton gins, 
(Basil Hall, Travels in North America in the Years 1827 and 1828, 1829, Canal Society of New York State) waterw heels, or clocks, the Erie Canal displayed human inge- 
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nuity operating at nature’s scale. What made the engineering 
works on the Erie Canal so remarkable was that they appeared 
to defy not just the whims but also the very laws of nature. 
They seemingly made water run uphill, and they lifted an en- 
tire waterway into the air. Humanity, in brief, had outwitted 
nature.’ 


To nineteenth-century Americans, nature was a powerful force. 
It provided the essentials of life: fertile land, sun and rain, trees 
and plants. But nature could also be deadly, rearing up unex- 
pectedly in the form of floods, blizzards, tornadoes, hurricanes. 
Given nature’s strength, the destruction of natural fixtures was 
as impressive as the construction of artificial ones. By far the 
most impressive example of flattening mountains was the three- 
mile “deep cut” at Lockport, a length of canal bed blasted out 
of a towering mountainside. Essentially an artificial gorge, the 
deep cut let boats pass thirty feet below the natural elevation at 
Lockport. A British traveler would later describe the manner in 
which human effort ac Lockport had surmounted even the most 
stubborn impediments nature threw in the way. “It was here [at 
the deep cut} that the greatest obstacles of the whole 363 miles 
had to be encountered; and it certainly strikes the beholder with 
astonishment, to perceive what vast difficulties can be overcome 
by the pigmy arms of little mortal man, aided by science and 
directed by superior skill.” If gunpowder helped little mortals 
blast the rocks, and if oxen helped cart the smashed stone, hu- 
manity nonetheless used a combination of brains and muscle to 
defeat the most daunting aspects of nature.® 

But art’s ultimate triumph was that it forced nature to do 
what nature had neglected to do on its own: create a river where 
one was needed. In his speech at the ceremony marking the 
completion of the Lockport locks in 1825, the Reverend F. H. 
Cuming elaborated on the feats of art and the ways in which 
they had created an artificial river: “The mountains have been The sadit a, 
levelled; the vallies have been filled; rivers and gulfs have been (Cadwallader D. Colden, Memoir, 1825, New York State Library) 


Thousands of workers excavated the “deep cut” near Lockport 
(Cadwallader D. Colden, Memoir, 1825, New York State Library) 
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formed over them, by the exertions of art, a channel in which 
the waters of the distant Hudson, the waters of the still more 
distant Atlantic, will unite with the waters of the remote west, 
and constitute a river . . .” Nature had been at once friend and 
foe: by supplying its own waterways and a break in the moun- 
tains, nature offered humanity a tantalizing challenge to finish 
nature’s work. That New Yorkers had met that challenge rep- 
resented, in the words of Samuel Woodworth, the “progress of 
mind.” By combining natural simplicity with human genius, the 
Canal would fulfill the Republic’s destiny to finish God's work, 
which in turn would hasten the onset of the millennium.’ 

New Yorkers saw themselves at once as working with nature 
and triumphing over it, a combination puzzling to modern sen- 
sibilities. Yet, as Raymond Williams has declared, “Nature is 
perhaps the most complex word in the {English} language.” In 
nineteenth-century America, the same person could use the term 
in seemingly contradictory ways. People commonly used it syn- 
onymously with God. When they spoke of how Nature had left 
a gap in the Appalachians, they meant that God had created that 
break. Art historian Barbara Novak has noted that “by the time 
Emerson wrote Nature in 1836, the terms ‘God’ and ‘nature’ were 
often the same thing and could be used interchangeably.” But 
clearly this equivalence is not what New Yorkers had in mind 
when they boasted that art had triumphed over nature. God was 
to be revered, even feared, but certainly not vanquished.'° 

So when Americans talked about triumphing over nature, they 
probably had in mind another meaning of the term, one that 
represented the wilderness. Wilderness generally meant untamed 
lands, where wild animals and Indians hunted and foraged. At 
the celebration of the Canal’s completion in 1825, the sponsors 
launched an eastbound boat called “Noah's Ark” filled with 
“birds, beasts, and ‘creeping things’. . . —-not forgetting two 
Indian boys in the dress of their nation . . .” Representing the 
subjugation of the wilderness, including the subduing of its hu- 
man inhabitants, the “Ark” stood for the westward extension of 
civilization that the Canal would make possible. The wilderness 
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was defined mainly in terms of what it was not: civilization. The 
triumph of art over nature represented civilization’s spread over 
regions that had previously been home to “wild” beings, those 
incapable of understanding God’s power. The triumph of art 
meant the physical and, particularly, the moral progress of 
society.’! 

Canal enthusiasts did not just celebrate the Erie Canal as a 
triumph of art. It was, in particular, a work of American art, a 
tribute to republicanism. At the celebration of the Lockport 
locks, great ceremony surrounded the laying of a capstone read- 
ing: “Erie Canal. Let posterity be excited to perpetuate our free 
institutions, and to make still greater efforts than our ancestors, 
to promote public prosperity, by the recollection that these 
works of internal improvement were achieved by the spirit and 
perseverance of REPUBLICAN FREE MEN.” Here was a concise state- 
ment of the canal sponsors’ attitude toward progress: by looking 
to their republican past, Americans could improve upon the ef- 
forts of the Founding Fathers. While the nation’s founders had 
to concentrate their efforts on establishing free institutions, the 
next generation of leaders had the luxury—as well as the 
imperative—to concentrate on spreading prosperity. People like 
DeWitt Clinton, struggling to find their place in a society in 
which an earlier generation remained national heroes, saw their 
contributions as being in the commercial realm. By following 
God’s plan to build a water highway to the West, these leaders 
would lure enterprising settlers to a region where before only 
beasts and “savages” roamed. By bringing with them not just 
their knowledge of God but also their commitment to “free in- 
stitutions,’ these settlers would spread civilization westward. 
This notion would, in the 1840s, come to be called manifest 
destiny.!” l 

The Canal’s sponsors took every opportunity to laud the wa- 
terway as an American achievement. They pointed with pride to 
the American-born engineers who surveyed the Canal’s winding 
route, designed its locks and aqueducts, contrived machines to 
remove tree stumps, and discovered a waterproof cement to en- 
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sure the permanence of the artificial river’s structures. The most 
prominent of these engineers—James Geddes, John Jervis, Na- 
than Roberts, Canvass White, and Benjamin Wright—had re- 
ceived no professional training in engineering. Not until 1824 
would the United States have a single school of civil engineering, 
when several of these men founded the Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Institute in Troy, near Albany. RPI would graduate most of the 
Canal’s later engineers, but in 1817 the Erie’s designers had been 
schooled in other professions. Roberts, who laid out the plans 
for the Lockport locks, had started out as a surveyor. He and the 
other men learned the science of making rivers as they went 
along—and thus served as exemplars of American ingenuity." 

For all their ingenuity, though, the success of these engineers’ 
plans depended on the brute strength of the laborers who felled 
forests, shoveled and piled dirt, picked away at tree roots, blasted 
rock formations, heaved and hauled boulders, rechanneled 
streams, and molded the canal bed. In their eagerness to tout 
the project as an American enterprise, the canal commissioners 
bragged in 1819 that three-quarters of canal workers “were born 
among us.” What they neglected to mention was that foreigners 
made up only a tiny percentage of the population in the North- 
east generally as well as in New York in particular. Foreigners 
were thus very disproportionately represented among canal work- 
ers from the outset. In the years after 1819, the number of for- 
eign workers on the waterway continued to swell, so that by 
1825 the number of American workers on the Canal had dwin- 
dled even further; by the 1830s, the majority of canal diggers 
in North America would be Irish. The exact composition of the 
Erie’s construction workforce of almost nine thousand remains 
in question. Contractors, rather than the government, hired most 
of the workers, and few of them kept any documentation on their 
employees. Our strongest image of canal workers comes from 
folklore, which portrays the typical construction worker as a 
young Irishman recently off the boat." 

People at the time also thought that immigrants did much of 
the work. Stephen and Elizabeth Watson, themselves immigrants 
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from England, complained in 1823 that “there is thousands of 
Irish” in Albany. Laura Haviland remembered that the Irish 
came to Lockport in the 1820s “by hundreds,” and Mary Ann 
Archbald reported seeing many “wild Irish working upon the 
Canal.” Irish immigrants, however, may well have drawn atten- 
tion beyond their numbers. While other foreigners in the 
region—those of English, Scottish, Welsh, and German origin 
—ordinarily arrived in family groups, the Irish tended to be 
single and male. Living together in large groups, the Irish at- 
tracted notice. As young men living away for the first time from 
paternalistic oversight, whether of their parents or of bosses, 
many Irish workers apparently showed a proclivity for heavy 
drinking and carousing, which drew the vocal scorn of other New 
Yorkers, Americans and foreigners alike.'> 

Whatever the actual numbers of foreign workers, other 
nineteenth-century New Yorkers would have disagreed that “‘re- 
publican free men” had alone constructed the Erie Canal. Much 
less important than the birthplace of the canal diggers was the 
nature of the work they performed. The concept of “republican 
free men” carried very specific connotations in the early Repub- 
lic, ones that most of these canal workers, even those born in 
the United States, would not have satisfied. In order to partici- 
pate as a citizen in this republic, a man was not supposed to be 
beholden to anyone. Someone who worked for wages, or even 
rented the land he tilled, left himself open to the economic, and 
hence political, control of another person. A boss or a landlord, 
in this era before the adoption of the secret ballot, could coerce 
his economic dependents into voting how he wished. 

Only adult white men (for citizenship was limited to them) 
who produced for no one but themselves and their families could 
truly achieve the independence necessary to give reasoned 
thought to how they voted. Republican free men, in other words, 
should vote not from fear but on the basis of calm deliberation. 
For this reason, state constitutions in the early nineteenth cen- 
tury made property ownership a prerequisite for suffrage. Al- 
though shortly after 1825 New York would relax those property 
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requirements, during the construction phase of the Erie Canal 
only property-owning white men qualified as citizens. By these 
standards, the vast majority of male laborers at the Lockport 
locks and elsewhere on the Canal did not qualify for political 
manhood regardless of their ethnic background.’® 

Many contemporaries recognized the baneful conditions faced 
by canal construction workers and worried about the political 
and social implications. While more and more Americans had 
accepted commercialization as necessary, if not desirable, after 
the War of 1812, many continued to fear the development of a 
permanent class of “laboring poor.” They shared the views of the 
eighteenth-century Scottish economist Adam Smith, who be- 
lieved that economic growth and social progress could develop 
hand in hand and that such development would require an in- 
creasing division of labor. Yet at the same time, Smith and his 
American followers worried that too much division of labor 
would dehumanize workers and make them “stupid and igno- 
rant.” For this reason, Americans had imagined that their early 
factories, like the textile mills in Lowell, would be run by a 
revolving workforce of unmarried women and children, people 
who would leave the mills after a short while to assume their 
duties as either mothers or citizens. Yet the colossal Canal project 
demanded a large workforce of unskilled male laborers, and it 
would be upon the backs of these workers that the market rev- 
olution of antebellum America would be built. Nothing was 
more deadening to human sensibilities than the repetitive and 
brutish labor of digging ditches day after day for someone else. 
Americans partially resolved this contradiction for themselves by 
justifying such labor as a temporary stage in the process of open- 
ing the West to settlement, a place where men’s digging would 
be transformed into the more productive labor of tilling fields." 

The men who held the status of canal laborer could not by 
any stretch of the imagination be called republican free men. 
They were not like the part-time diggers that the canal com- 
missioners liked to boast of: those American-born farmers who 
worked on the Canal during slow periods in the agricultural 
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cycle. These noble farmers, rather than devoting a moment to 
idleness, threw themselves into a project that promoted the “gen- 
eral utility.” Everyone recognized that without the grunt of la- 
bor, the Canal would never be built. But virtually no one wanted 
to imagine a class of men who permanently held the status of 
ditchdigger. If Americans realized that not everyone would be- 
come a farmer, they nonetheless hoped that citizens would 
produce something. In 1825, the same year New York debated 
adopting universal manhood suffrage, a state engineer wrote to 
the canal commissioners explaining why they should consider an 
alternative route for one of the lateral canals then under consid- 
eration: the proposed route would interfere with eel fishing. “It 
is said,” the engineer conceded, “that this employment is not of 
the brilliant national use, which is attached to agriculture...” 
But he insisted that 


those employed in it are citizens and men, and fill a niche 
in the general estimate; deprive them of this resource, and 
they will not become husbandmen; they will remain what 
they were—fishermen, or become something worse. They 
have elected to rake the waters for their supplies, and their 
surplus, they barter with the farmer for their bread, who is 
glad to make the exchange, rather than break in upon his 
profession to catch fish. 


Hardly a tribute to American republicanism, these fishermen at 
least raked up food. Ditchdiggers shoveled up only dirt and 
stones. Their occupation was “something worse” and could seem 
at times to compromise the workers’ most basic status as “‘free 
men,””!8 

To many residents of the corridor, Irish immigrants in par- 
ticular appeared less than fully human in their desperate will- 
ingness to work for low wages and live in poverty. One English 
couple wrote home that “there is so many Irish keep coming 
every day, and they work so cheap, that it makes it bad for 
laboring people.” The idea that Irish immigrants hurt the pros- 
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pects of workers in general certainly contributed to the tensions 
between the Irish and other ethnic groups, which occasionally 
erupted into brawls and even riots. Although tensions existed 
among Irish workers themselves, who divided along ethnic and 
religious lines, Irishmen of all backgrounds became the targets 
of violence. Despite the Protestant affiliations of many early Irish 
immigrants, other New Yorkers tended to assume that all Irish 
were Catholic, a religion they feared because of its adherence to 
hierarchical and seemingly superstitious practices. Mary Ann 
Archbald, who freely admitted her past dislike of the Irish, re- 
ported that one of her son’s Irish workers had been “attacked 
. . . by 16 freeborn Yankees as they are pleased to style them- 
selves & nearly murdered in the most shocking manner.” Arch- 
bald attributed the assault to “prejudice.” 

Other factors also contributed to the sense that canal laborers 
were somehow not completely “free.” Even though it was a rel- 
atively new occupation in the United States, canal digging had 
a history associated with unfree labor. Southern canal builders 
relied almost exclusively on slave labor, and, closer to home, in 
1817 the state of New York authorized the use of convict labor 
to haul stones on the Erie Canal. Canal work, in nineteenth- 
century eyes, merited the use of the most degraded, unfree 
labor.”° ` 

Many, if not most, canal laborers probably felt that their oc- 
cupation was beneath them. If Irish immigrants were not “free- 
born,” they shared with Yankees the hopes of escaping their 
degraded status as wage laborers and, perhaps, qualifying as cit- 
izens of the Republic. While the famines of 1817 and 1822 
drove Irish immigrants from their homeland, the lure of oppor- 
tunity also pulled them to the United States. If many of these 
‘immigrants had been common laborers in their own country, 
they had reason to believe that they could find work in the New 
World that would eventually allow them to return to the landed 
occupations of their ancestors. These men did not come to the 
United States because they wished to remain dependent. Articles 
and letters in Irish newspapers painted the United States as “the 
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best poor man’s country,” a place where affordable farmland and 
work opportunities abounded.”! 

When immigrants made the final decision to leave their home- 
lands, at least some of them set sail with optimistic expectations. 
Because so few of these laborers have left written records, it is 
impossible to generalize about their motivations. But the later 
reflections of a canal laborer who fulfilled his goals illustrate the 
vision that probably attracted other immigrants to the “best poor 
man’s country.” Pádraig Cúndún, an Irish farmer who: first 
worked as an Erie Canal laborer, observed in 1834, “I have a fine 
farm of land now, which I own outright. No one can demand 
rent from me. My family and I can eat our fill of bread and meat, 
butter and milk any day we like throughout the year, so I think 
being here is better than staying in Ireland, landless and pow- 
erless, without food or clothing.” The United States had prom- 
ised freedom——not just from poverty but from the control of 
landlords. It was a country that promised “power” to men who 
earned their independence.”? 

Few canal laborers—not even Cúndún—found their expecta- 
tions met during the years of the waterway’s construction. Land- 
ing in New York or Quebec, many immigrants found their 
employment prospects at best grim. They arrived as the United 
States was suffering a major economic slump, the depression of 
the late 1810s. Many immigrants found themselves at their port 
of arrival without prospects of work, let alone property owner- 
ship. The Erie Canal answered their immediate needs. In August 
1817, The Exile, an Irish newspaper in New York City, advised 
disappointed new arrivals about several specific employment op- 
portunities, including jobs on the Canal. The editor promised 
that the Canal “will afford steady and permanent employment, 
as laborers will work winter as well as summer.” The Irish were 
not alone in turning to canal digging out of necessity. “If it were 
not for the canal,” wrote the Welsh laborer William Thomas in 
1818, “many of the Welsh would be without work.” Artisans 
also accepted canal-related work during the economic downswing 
that brought the post-War of 1812 boom to a stunning halt. 
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“The carpenter who is out of work, works on the canal,” William 
Thomas reported. Americans as well as foreigners saw the Canal 
as a way to earn money in the midst of a financial crisis that 
made cash a very scarce commodity.” 

Canal work generally offered competitive daily or monthly 
wages, though the seasonal nature of some canal jobs—despite 
The Exiles promises to the contrary—still left many of its la- 
borers in poverty. Workers’ earnings did not follow a set pattern, 
since individual contractors hired and set the terms for their 
workers. Some contractors provided room, board, and often liq- 
uor as part of their wages; others paid higher wages but provided 
no amenities. Peter Way, in his study of North American canals, 
has seen the former arrangement as an attempt to create a pa- 
ternalistic bond between employer and employee, which would 
allow employers to maintain a certain amount of control over 
their workers’ habits. Yet ic seems more likely, on the Erie Canal 
at least, that a shortage of cash, particularly after 1819, led many 
contractors to offer a portion of their payments in kind.” 

The desire of many contractors to shelter their workers in 
shantytowns suggests they had no intention of adopting the pa- 
ternal role of instilling good republican values in their workers. 
By all accounts, workers were housed in these shanties like an- 
imals in barns; their very living conditions were dehumanizing. 
And these shanties stood physically removed from the “civiliz- 
ing” influences of nearby settled communities. Contractors did 
not plan to hire these workers on a permanent basis, so their 
long-term character and work habits were of little import to their 
bosses. What workers did on their own time did not matter to 
their employers as long as enough of them showed up ready to 
dig the next day. Even a certain amount of absenteeism probably 
did not matter, since most tasks were interchangeable. Moreover, 
some employers had no choice but to find shelter for their work- 
ers performing tasks deep in the New York wilderness. No other 
options existed. 

The cash part of workers’ wages fluctuated with the supply of 
laborers and the demand of contractors, and it varied in different 
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locations on the Canal. A Welsh laborer near Utica reported in 


1818 that “wages on the canal are one dollar a day and thirteen 


© to fourteen dollars a month with food and washing and half a 
_ pint of whisky a day. Those who provide their own food, wet 


and dry, get twenty-two to twenty-three dollars.” Three years 
later, one company advertised for fifty laborers to construct a 
feeder canal near Rochester for ten dollars a month, and the 
following year another company offered twelve dollars a month 
to a thousand laborers at Lockport——presumably with food and 
lodging. It undoubtedly took greater incentives to lure a thou- 
sand men to the wilderness outside Lockport than it did to find 
fifty willing workers in the booming town of Rochester. The 
more general dip in wages after 1819 and the increased reliance 
on payment in kind probably reflect the national glut of un- 
employed workers as well as the national shortage of cash. That 
shortage of cash strained all aspects of the economy, encouraging 
local farmers, merchants, and craftsmen to supplement their in- 
comes by building sections of the Canal. Many would-be con- 
tractors tried to underbid one another by cutting their single 
greatest expense: labor. Even accounting for variations, though, 
wages for canal laborers appear to have been comparable to those 
offered other Northern wage earners. During the years of the 
Canal’s construction, wages in Philadelphia ranged from seventy- 
five cents to one dollar a day.” 

Although canal work paid comparatively well, laborers found 
to their disappointment that their earnings did not buy them a 
better way of life. William Thomas, like other Welsh immi- 
grants he knew, took work on the Canal when he could not find 


-other employment. Life in the United States did not meet his 


expectations, nor did it seem worth the initial expense of emi- 
gration. “I beg all my old neighbors,” he wrote, “not to think 
of coming here as they would spend more coming here than they 
think. My advice to them is to love their district and stay there.” 
Thomas reported that he and many others were thinking seri- 
ously about returning to Wales. In 1818, another Welsh im- 
migrant complained that “this country is not what we had heard 
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about it in any way.” As their dreams for independence faded, 
immigrants’ appreciation of their former homes grew sharper.” 

For those laborers who had anticipated working at their chosen 
trades or on their own farms, canal work could only have led to 
disenchantment. Construction laborers worked long hours, in 
good weather and bad, and many worked seasonally only, unable 
to perform their tasks after the onset of the upstate region’s deep 
frosts. Those whose jobs did continue in winter faced truly frigid 
conditions. Summertime weather, too, brought problems, mostly 
in the form of epidemics. In 1819, more than one thousand canal 
laborers fell disabled by an unidentified disease that apparently 
had its source in a thirty-mile stretch of swamp filled with the 
“rankest vegetable luxuriance.” Most of these workers survived 
after a long recuperation, but a few died. The only consolation 
for poor working conditions was that they drove up wages. When 
another fatal illness struck along the Oswego Canal, one of the 
lateral waterways connecting with the Erie, several of the con- 
tractors appealed to state officials for extra compensation. When 
these entrepreneurs had placed their bids to build their sections 
of the canal, they had not anticipated that disease would force 
them to raise wages and to bear other expenses related to their 
workers’ sickness. “In consequence of the sickness that prevailed 
in this section and its vicinity,” one of them wrote, “we were 
under the necessity of raising wages from twelve to fourteen and 
some as high as seventeen dollars per month for common La- 
bourers, and pay Physicians for atten{d}ing to the sick, purchase 
Coffins and grave clothes, and attend with Hands to bury the 
Dead.” Sometimes nature still triumphed over art.” 

Art also had its flaws. Gunpowder explosions—used to blast 
through the rock-solid landscape—blew up some workers as 
well, while rocks sent flying by those explosions struck others, 
killing or injuring them. Collapsing canal beds smothered yet 
others. Some workers fell to their deaths from those great tech- 
nological wonders, locks and aqueducts. The same issue of the 
Lockport Observatory that reported how its citizens lavishly cele- 
brated the Canal’s completion also made note of the death of 
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_ Orrin Harrison, a worker on the famed combined locks. Harrison 
“was leaning against one of the balance beams, and from exces- 
sive fatigue fell asleep, and was precipitated into one of the locks, 
in about 8 feet of water.” His legs became caught in the lock’s 
gates, and he drowned before he could be rescued.” 

In some ways, canal work did not differ so much from the 
tasks independent farmers performed when clearing unimproved 
land. Farmers, too, felled trees, dug ditches, diverted streams— 
all of which involved physical dangers. Their work, too, was 
hampered by upstate winters. Canal work, though, came with 
frustrations that farming did not share. Canal laborers had bosses 
and worked for wages. While some farmers also employed ag- 
ricultural laborers for wages, those farm workers tended to live 
in a more genuinely paternalistic relationship with their em- 
ployers. If that meant restrictions on their freedoms, they also 
usually came with better food and warmer beds than those hastily 
constructed shanties that sheltered dozens of canal diggers. 
While farm work was also seasonal, each year predictably 
brought a new season. Any particular job on the Canal endured 
for but a short period of time, sending workers from job to job, 
with the uncertainty of when and where they would next find 
work. In the long term, canal work was not “steady” in the same 
way as farming. Even if workers moved on to other public works 
projects, those jobs would also provide neither independence nor 
security.?? 
What, then, did the Canal’s sponsors have in mind when they 
memorialized the Lockport locks as the work of republican free 
men? Very few of the thousands of men who worked on the deep 
cut or the combined locks would have qualified as republican 
citizens—-in either their own or other minds. The authors of the 
inscription on the locks there did not have these laborers in mind 
at all. They referred instead to the “spirit and perseverance” of 
the politicians and engineers who had overseen the project. Just 
as “nature” took on several meanings in the nineteenth century, 
so did “art.” Many New Yorkers celebrated the “proud triumphs 
of the arts over the work of nature,” or saw their villages as “the 
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favored seat of contest between Nature and Art—in which the 
latter is victorious.” This widely shared sense of accomplishment 
was made possible by the flexibility of the word “art.” “Art,” 
according to historian Paul Johnson, possessed at least two dis- 
tinct meanings in the early nineteenth century, depending on 
the social class of the user. To artisans, “art” was an “identity- 
defining skill.” It included “the whole range of combined mental 
and manual performances through which trained men provided 
the wants and needs of their communities.” The stonemasons 
and blacksmiths who fashioned the Lockport locks would have 
had this meaning in mind when they joined the merchant Ira 
Blossom in applauding the astonishing feat they had accom- 
plished. Meanwhile, to the emerging business classes, “art re- 
ferred to the works of technology and entrepreneurial vision that 
were transforming nature and the social order . . .” Men like Ira 
Blossom, in other words, paid tribute to the visionaries who 
brought to fruition the project that would usher in a new com- 
mercial age.*° 

Although people attending celebrations heard scores of toasts 
offered to politicians and canal commissioners, and a handful 
praising artisans, virtually none of the hundreds of speeches and 
toasts offered at the official gatherings honored the common la- 
borers whose physical strength made the Canal possible. On the 
rare occasions when orators mentioned the efforts of labor, their 
meanings were ambiguous. In his speech at the Lockport cere- 
mony, for example, the Reverend Cuming emphasized that “THE 
LONG LABOR IS OVER.” After mentioning the leveling of moun- 
tains and the filling of valleys, Cuming said these accomplish- 
ments had been made possible “by the exertions of art.” Cuming 
may have been alluding to the physical labor that went into 
constructing the Canal; his use of the passive voice, however, 
obscured any direct recognition of laborers’ contributions to the 
“art” that brought the Canal into being. He could just as easily 
have been referring to the years of effort by politicians who first 
envisioned the Canal, promoted it, and overcame the competing 
demands of representatives from areas along proposed alternative 
paths of the artificial waterway.” 
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Common laborers remained strikingly absent from reports of 
the many official Canal celebrations. After Judge Richardson 
handed them his spade in 1817, they faded into obscurity. They 
did not sing public odes, march in parades, or offer toasts. Only 
one group of semiskilled workers played any role in the official 
festivities over the course of the next eight years; in 1825 the 
Albany cartmen—or drivers of freight wagons—led a parade in 
which the governor and canal commissioners also marched. But 
when the cartmen offered toasts that evening, they made no 
direct reference to the Canal project. Instead, they saluted them- 
selves and their future prosperity.*? 

Artisans, by contrast, did take part in Canal-related festivities, 
though they had their own set of reasons for doing so. A song 
written for the Grand Celebration by a “mechanic of Buffalo” 
proclaimed, “Matter and space are triumphed o'er. Gigantic ge- 
nius led the van.” The mechanic, in other words, joined in the 
praising of politicians and engineers whose “genius” made the 
Erie Canal possible. But he gave credit to more than genius 
alone. The song continued, “While sturdy toil fulfilled the plan.” 
Some New York artisans publicly commended the sponsors’ art, 
the vision that shaped the Canal project, yet they also champi- 
oned their own contributions and causes. At the 1825 Grand 
Celebration in New York City, printers distributed sheets with 
the lyrics to an “Ode to the Canal Celebration” written by one 
of their journeymen. Yet the other artisans, who turned out in 
great numbers for what would be one of the most elaborate pub- 
lic spectacles in nineteenth-century America, displayed banners 
and floats that celebrated their crafts but that rarely, if ever, 
mentioned the Canal. Few of the New York City paraders, in 
fact, had actually worked on the Canal. Like a group of mechan- 
ics and shoemakers who marched in Albany in 1823, they seized 
the celebrations as an opportunity to exhibit their occupational 
pride and their political presence.** 

But unlike the cartmen and the craftsmen, the canal diggers 
did not belong to a well-organized, tradition-minded guild. 
Canal work was a relatively new occupation in the United States, 
and, moreover, most of them probably did not see canal work as 


48 The Artificial River 


an “‘identity-defining skill.” Laborers took jobs on the Canal, as 
we have seen, only when their hopes for other employment had 
been dashed; nor did they willingly identify themselves with an 
occupation they shared with slaves and convicts. Their depen- 
dence on this unsteady occupation also meant that many, if not 
most, of them would have left town by the time of the official 
celebrations. While other New Yorkers marched and sang about 
the triumphs of art, the laborers began digging another ditch 
somewhere else.’ 

Those who remained may have lacked the desire to participate 
in official celebrations, whether for reasons of principle or oth- 
erwise. Some historians have found evidence that workers on 
other public works intentionally disrupted similar celebrations. 
Peter Way, for example, describes how Irish workers used rocks 
to pelt the elite participants at the ground-breaking ceremony 
for the Illinois and Michigan Canal in 1836; “rather than from 
any discontent with the patriotic celebration, {their actions] 
more likely resulted from mischievousness and a sense of pique 
at their exclusion from festivities initiating a project they would 
complete by sweat of brow and strain of muscle.” While no 
evidence of similar protests exists on the Erie Canal, scattered 
reports suggest that workers on the Erie celebrated the Canal’s 
completion in their own manner. When the first canal boat left 
Utica in 1819, a group of twenty workmen “sent up a shout of 
welcome, more cordial and contagious than ever before echoed 
through the woods of the Mohawk . . .” If hardly a true cele- 
bration, their cheers nonetheless suggest that they did not ac- 
tively protest the celebration and the progress it championed.*° 

Like many other New Yorkers, laborers joined in cheering the 
Canal without marching behind banners or speaking publicly. 
Holmes Hutchinson, a prominent Canal surveyor, wrote in No- 
vember 1822 from Schenectady: “The Canal is completed to this 
place . . . I anticipate seeing a good many drunken Dutchmen 
as great preparations are making for a celebration.” Hutchinson’s 
comment about Dutchmen, presumably a reference to the re- 
gion’s German immigrants, may have simply reflected his dis- 
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dain for that ethnic group. It is more likely, however, that these 


i. . . Prak . . 
workers had on previous occasions joined celebrations in ways 


that offended genteel mores. Commercial and middle-class New 


Yorkers thought of construction workers as a drunken and bois- 
 terous lot, as they could in fact sometimes be.?ć 


For this reason, Canal sponsors may well have tried to exclude 


laborers from the official celebrations, which probably explains 
$ the separation of celebrations into two spheres: the outdoor, day- 
_ time ceremonies where workers joined other spectators, such as 
y farmers and artisans, and the indoor, evening ceremonies where 


“ladies and gentlemen” heard toasts and speeches offered by their 
social peers. At these elite gatherings, toasts to popular contri- 
butions to the Canal took on the narrowest terms possible. In 
his official memoir of the Canal project, for example, Cadwallader 
Colden bragged that “every citizen deserves a share of the credit” 
for the new waterway. By way of explanation, he quoted the 
canal commissioners, who had written that “their labors could 
not have been perfected without the support of a wise foresight, 
and just liberality, in several successive Legislatures.” Colden 
emphasized the labor of the commissioners, the foresight of the 
politicians, and the contribution of the citizens—who elected 
the politicians who had the foresight to support the commis- 
sioners. Such an interpretation was in keeping with ideal notions 
of how a representative republic should work. Virtuous citizens 
would protect the common good by electing their superiors to 
look after their interests. So even this mention of “every citizen” 
offered no recognition of the largely disenfranchised men whose 
labor had bored through the New York landscape. At the 1825 
Grand Celebrations, a Colonel Stone offered a toast to “Genius 
and Enterprize—nature imposes no bounds to their march. They 
command mountains to move, and rivers to flow in dry places. 
The word is spoken, and it is done!” Had they been in atten- 
dance, the families of the workers who lost their lives blasting 
rocks or excavating canal beds could only have been puzzled by 
this explanation of how the artificial river came into being.’ 
Ambiguous at best in their recognition of labor, orators at the 
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Canal’s official celebrations would probably have agreed with 
Webb Hatwood’s sentiments about construction workers. In 
1821, when the section of canal in front of his farm had been 
completed, Harwood wrote: “We now just begin to rejoice in a 
retired life again—for 18 months our house has been thronged 
with men from 20 to 6o men & some of the roughest creatures, 
our life has been very uncomfortable, but 2 days ago they went 
away ...” Permanent residents of the Canal region could find 
something to celebrate about canal diggers: once their job was 
completed, they moved on. The laborers left for other portions 
of the Canal, and when the Erie had been completed, they sought 
employment on projects in other states, where New York's suc- 
cess in canal-building had triggered a craze for similar projects.” 

When Canal sponsors envisioned an era of material prosperity 
and moral improvement, they apparently assumed that common 
laborers would not figure into that picture in any substantial 
way. They did not toast canal laborers because those laborers 
represented neither the virtues of the republican past nor the 
prosperity of the commercial future. While laborers may have 
shared the “joy” of the Canal’s ground-breaking ceremony, the 
next eight years had painfully demonstrated that their lives did 
not fit either the moral or economic visions of the Canal’s pro- 
moters. By the time of the Erie’s completion, the project's spon- 
sors no longer claimed that the new commercial era could be 
launched without class tensions. Instead, they tried to convince 
themselves, and others, that the class of degraded workers they 
had come to scorn was a necessary——but temporary—evil. 


In celebrating an early milestone in the creation of the artificial 
river, DeWitt Clinton emphasized how internal improvements 
would serve the ideals of nationalism and republicanism. Along 
with similar internal improvements in the states beyond the 
Great Lakes, the Erie Canal was destined to make 


the greater part of the United States . . . form one vast 
i{s}land, susceptible of circumnavigation to the extent of 
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many thousands of miles. The most distant parts of the 
confederacy will then be in a state of approximation, and 
the distinctions of eastern and western, of southern and 
northern interests, will be entirely prostrated. To be instru- 
mental in producing so much good, by increasing the stock 
of human happiness—by establishing the perpetuity of free 
government—and by extending the empire of improve- 
ment, of knowledge, of refinement and of religion, is an 
ambition worthy of a free people. 


Clinton spoke in 1819, in the middle of the national crisis over 
whether Missouri should be admitted to the Union with its con- 
stitution permitting slavery. As Americans worried that their 
country’s fragile union might be severed by sectional disagree- 
ments, Clinton tried to assure them that the future looked 
brighter. By finishing God’s work, by bringing distant parts of 
God’s chosen nation into closer physical promixity, the Erie 
Canal promised to help eliminate those regional differences and 
allow the United States to continue on its march toward physical 
and moral improvement.*? 

_ Few Americans, it seems, would have argued with these sen- 
timents. But New Yorkers did not agree on what made that 
artificial river materialize in the first place. While the Canal 
sponsors praised politicians and government officials, artisans 
paid honor to themselves and their workmanship. Laborers, 
meanwhile, gave a quick hurrah before moving on to another 
public works project. Although all praised the triumph of art 
over nature, they did so with different voices—-and with different 
hopes for the future that such triumph would bring. 


3 


Reducing Distance 
and Time 


HE ERIE CANAL proved an immediate and extraordinary suc- 
j joes Before the waterway had been completed, politicians 
began discussing its enlargement to accommodate the immense 
volume of traffic. Horse-drawn boats, stacked high with bushels 
of wheat, barrels of oats, and piles of logs, streamed steadily 
eastward toward the New York City market. In the Canal’s first 
year of official operation, tolls collected on freight more than met 
the interest on the state’s construction debt; by 1837, the entire 
loan on the original Canal was paid. Although the politicians 
and engineers who envisioned and designed the Canal imagined 
it primarily as a commercial channel for freight boats, passengers 
also traveled on the Canal’s long narrow boats, lured by the 
affordability, smoothness, and convenience of canal travel. In 
1825, the year that New Yorkers celebrated the Erie Canal so 
fervently, more than forty thousand passengers traveled on the 
new waterway, even though it had not yet gone into full service. 
Other states, inspired by the success of New York’s Erie and 
Champlain canals, rushed to construct their own. The financial 
accomplishments of the Erie, as well as the failures of subsequent 
projects in other states, have been recounted in detail by previous 
scholars.’ 

What remains to be told is what happened after residents of 
the Canal corridor breathed a collective sigh of hope that their 
transient workforce would head off to other states. Only then 
did they begin to appreciate fully the ways in which the artificial 
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river would reshape their daily lives. Although they had joined 
DeWitt Clinton in praising the ways in which the Canal prom- 
ised to keep the nation united, by 1825 their concerns were 
unabashedly personal. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 had 
= removed the divisive issue of slavery from national politics at 
least for a time. As a result, New Yorkers were free to refocus 
their attention on what their state had hoped to do when it 
undertook Clinton’s grand scheme: to defy nature by compress- 
ing distance and time. 

In the decades after the Canal opened for business, millions 
of men, women, and children would flock through upstate New 
York. The artificial river provided inexpensive transportation for 
passengers whose journeys could not have been anticipated by 
its sponsors. Evangelical preachers made their circuits of the up- 
state region on the Erie Canal, exhorting residents, tourists, em- 
igrants, and workers to seek salvation. In this period of 
evangelical reform, the Canal also served as the last leg of the 
underground railroad, ferrying runaway slaves from Syracuse to 
Buffalo, near the Canadian border. While some boat passengers 
sought to save souls or win freedom, others found canal boats to 
be convenient for running businesses. Entrepreneurs bought 
boats and outfitted them as groceries or, in the case of the En- 
cyclopedia, as a museum and bookstore featuring “natural and 
artificial curiosities.” Aspiring merchants of more modest means 
moved from boat to boat, peddling small items such as books, 
watches, and fruit. Confidence men, meanwhile, preyed on pas- 
sengers, selling remedies for foot corns or offering counterfeit 
bills in exchange for items of value.? 

None of these endeavors would have been possible without 
the Canal’s steady flow of tourists, businessmen, and settlers. 
Together these travelers made up the vast majority of passengers 
on canal boats. The Canal’s luxurious packet boats carried tour- 
ists on the “northern tour,” a travel circuit that ultimately led 
to Niagara Falls, just north of Buffalo. Merchants used these 
same passenger boats for short trips to nearby towns or rode the 
waterway on their way to conduct affairs in New York City. Men 
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and women living in the Canal corridor boarded packets to visit 
friends or relatives, to attend to business in other towns, or sim- 
ply to have a relaxing excursion. Emigrants from Europe and 
New England, meanwhile, took passage on westbound freight 
boats, on which they also loaded their trunks and furniture. In 
exchange for cheap passage, they camped on deck or on top of 
crates. The Canal drew such a large number of passengers that 
a mineteenth-century observer remarked, “For about ten years 
after the opening of the Hudson and Erie Canal, in 1825, the 
man who had not voyaged upon those tranquil waters was con- 
sidered a decided home body.’”* 

Very few of these people would have ventured to western New 
York or points farther west had the Erie Canal not greatly eased 
transportation and communication between regions of the coun- 
try that had just recently seemed extremely remote from one 
another. The Canal made distances seem short not so much with 
speed as with efficiency. Pulled by teams of horses, canal boats 
still moved relatively slowly, though methodically. Those cater- 
ing exclusively to passengers reached speeds of up to five miles 
an hour, while freight boats moved at about two miles an hour. 
Yet canal boats cut nearly in half the travel time between Albany 
and Buffalo—a journey that now took between five and seven 
days—by offering what horse-drawn stages and wagons did not: 
a nonstop, smooth method of transportation. Canal boats could 
move day and night, and they ran at much more frequent in- 
tervals than stages. While passengers might wait days to catch 
the next stage, boats left even the most sleepy of towns at least 
several times a day. Moreover, because a single team of horses 
could pull much more freight over water than over land, the 
Canal dramatically reduced the cost of transporting goods; before 
the Canal, the difficulty of carrying commodities by wagon from 
Buffalo to Albany often increased their costs by five or six times 
the values of the goods themselves, which made the New York 
City market seem a world apart. Alleviating this obstacle to the 
nation’s commercial development and westward expansion had 
been what DeWitt Clinton and others had stressed when they 
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promoted the waterway. For reasons they did not anticipate, 
ough, their artificial river would evoke feelings of ambivalence 
among many of the same people who celebrated the efficiency 
with which the Canal moved people and goods.“ 


ji fin his 1828 satiric play A Trip to Niagara, William Dunlap 
y caught this ambivalence. Scene 4 opens in front of the Little 
i Falls aqueduct. Little Falls—-with its massive stone aqueduct 
= carrying boats over a series of majestic cascades—-was one of the 
= most popular stops for American and foreign tourists, who gen- 
erally chose to travel by canal so that they could see a combi- 
= nation of artificial and natural sites. As the curtain rises on 
Dunlap’s stage, the heroine, Amelia, begins praising the beauties 
of the surrounding natural landscape. She proclaims to Went- 
worth, her brother: “This is delightful, brother . . . The oppor- 
tunity we so frequently have, of stepping from the canal-boat, 
and thus walking on the bank, adds to the pleasure derived from 
the ever changing scenery that is presented to us.” Her brother's 
response is markedly less enthusiastic: “Pleasure! To be dragged 
along upon a muddy ditch, hour after hour, in constant dread 
of lifting your head above your knees for fear of having it knock’d 
off your shoulders by a bridge!” Amelia reminds her brother, in 
words similar to those DeWitt Clinton might have used, that 
he “must admire this great patriotic work—this union of the 
inland seas with the Atlantic Ocean.” Amelia views the Canal 
as a vehicle for communing with nature and as a symbol of 
American ingenuity. It provides a means of taking in sublime 
surroundings, whether natural or technological. Where his sister 
sees sublime landscape, Wentworth sees only a filthy ditch upon 
which travel is tedious and potentially dangerous. These two 
= points of view suggest that women and men responded to the 
| Erie Canal in different ways, but the voices of the nineteenth- 
century travelers and settlers belie such generalization. Instead, 
individuals agreed with both Amelia and Wentworth, producing 
a complicated set of mixed feelings that evolved over time.’ 
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pulled by animals, while railroad engines raced through 
fitryside, powered by steam, clanging against their rails 
Jing sparks shooting through the air. Even so, the Canal’s 
of artc— its locks and aqueducts—stood out as man-made 
lifes among the natural. Social commentators of the age 
ed to these structures in much the same way as they did 
the “iron horse.” Nathaniel Hawthorne, for example, traveled 
‘the Erie Canal in 1830 and objected to what he saw as the 
fapid, unthinking advance of progress.° 

Th one of his “Sketches from Memory,” Hawthorne begins by 
ming that he “was inclined to be poetical about the Grand 
al, In my imagination De Witt Clinton was an enchanter, 
had waved his magic wand from the Hudson to Lake Erie 
1 united them by a watery highway, crowded with the com- 
tee of two worlds, till then inaccessible to each other.” By 
feognizing the Canal’s exceptional achievements—the ways it 
fompressed distance—-Hawthorne tries to create a bond of em- 
“pathy with his readers, who he assumes view the artificial river 
M something to praise. 

But then he changes his tune. After describing an unpleasant 
trip along the waterway, which he happily aborts short of his 
destination, Hawthorne lists a long series of complaints. Not 
only does he detest the means of travel, he also laments how the 
Canal gave rise to ill-developed towns where the extremes of 
wealth and poverty stand in stark contrast to each other. Finally, 
he decries what the works of art had wrought on the natural 
landscape. He writes about how the draining of swamps to pro- 
vide water to feed the canal had caused vibtant forests to decay 
into what he paints as a ghostlike and disorderly cemetery. “In 


Scholars have long realized that nineteenth-century Americans spots where destruction had been riotous, the lanterns {on the 
felt equivocal about the role of technology in their lives. In The boat} showed perhaps a hundred trunks, erect, half overthrown, 
Machine in the Garden, a cultural study of railroads and the pas- F extended along the ground, resting on their shattered limbs or 
toral ideal, Leo Marx uses the works of fiction writers, artists, f tossing them desperately into the darkness, but all of one ashy 
and philosophers to illustrate the tension between technology’s white, all naked together, in desolate confusion.” Hawthorne 
sublime and destructive consequences. In some ways, of course, concludes that this ghastly scene resulted from “the encroach- 
canals are not comparable to railroads; canal boats moved slowly ments of civilized man.” As in his criticism of railroads, Haw- 


The Little Falls aqueduct—representing the link between nature and 
civilization—here used as a symbolic backdrop to depict 
the 1825 Grand Canal Celebration 
(Cadwallader D, Colden, Memoir, 1825, New York State Library) 
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thorne ultimately viewed the Canal’s technology as a threat to 
America’s special geographic and moral destiny, as an encour- 
agement of too much civilization.’ 

However, Hawthorne’s portrait is at odds with those of more 
ordinary men and women who spent time in the Canal corridor. 
Like Hawthorne, most of these people initially perceived the 
Canal as extraordinary, as if a magic wand had been cast over 
nature’s landscape. And also like Hawthorne, many of these men 
and women found their expectations disappointed. Remarkably 
few of them, though, would have concurred with Hawthorne's 
ambivalence about progress itself. Instead, their equivocal feel- 
ings were more in line with the less profound sentiments artic- 
ulated by Amelia and Wentworth. Unlike Hawthorne, who 
hoped to convert his readers to his own worldview, Dunlap 
aimed to poke fun at ordinary people’s sentiments. And in doing 
so, he exaggerated but did not misrepresent their basic percep- 
tions. 

Like Amelia, most tourists who traveled to Niagara Falls took 
the Erie Canal for at least part of their journey. Before the wa- 
terway’s construction, the upstate region had remained inacces- 
sible to all but the most hardy adventurers because of the 
difficulties confronting travel by stagecoach; visitors to Niagara 
Falls approached that “icon of the American sublime” from the 
south rather than the east—-and in the process, they missed the 
other breathtaking falls of upstate New York. After the lavish 
Canal celebrations announced to the world that American inge- 
nuity had been spectacularly successful, tourists from Europe and 
the eastern United States began flooding the region. The Canal 
provided a window on both art and nature. Stewart Scott, a 
Canadian student who visited Lockport in 1826, noted that 
“Lockport is itself a plain looking little village, but is rendered 
famous by its locks, of which there are 5 double ones upon the 
Canal, as close together as possible: as Niagara Falls are the 
greatest natural wonder, so Lockport, its Locks, and the portion 


of the Canal adjacent, are considered to be the greatest artificial 


curiosity in this part of America.’”® 
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Art and nature had a complex relationship. Although they 
worked in tandem, they also were implied opposites. One could 
be understood fully only in terms of the other, so tourists set 
out to experience the Canal as a juxtaposition of the two. The 
Canal was, after all, the “artificial river’; and the very phrase 
captures one of the central paradoxes in the attitudes of tourists 
and settlers alike. With the term “artificial,” antebellum men 
and women emphasized the human resourcefulness behind the 
waterway and its alteration of the physical landscape. This tri- 
umph of art represented progress, the ability of humanity to 
subdue nature and craft a civilized society out of wilderness. Yet 
by clinging to the notion of a “river,” they also suggested that 
the waterway belonged to an older way of life, one in which 
nature, not humans, determined the shape of the physical world. 
They thus revealed their seemingly contradictory impulses to 
welcome the Canal as at once a symbol of progress and a link to 
the past.’ 

From the moment tourists stepped on canal packets, they saw 
evidence of ingenuity. Measuring no more than seventy-eight 
feet in length and fourteen and a half feet across, packets made 
clever use of space to accommodate up to forty passengers at 
night and more than three times that number in the daytime. 
During waking hours, packets’ central cabins served as sitting 
rooms, with carpeted floors, stuffed chairs, and mahogany tables 
stacked high with newspapers and books. Some boat captains 
hired musicians to serenade their passengers, who danced on the 
deck. At mealtimes, the crew transformed the boat’s cabin into 
a dining room and served up plentiful and even elegant meals, 
with delicacies like roast beef, ham, plum pudding, and liqueurs. 
After the evening meal, servants converted the cabin once again, 
this time from a dining room into sleeping areas. They began 
by drawing a curtain across the width of the room to divide the 
cabin into ladies’ and gentlemen’s quarters. From the cabin walls 
they then pulled down tiered berths, three or four deep, outfitted 
with linens and blankets; they attached additional cots to hooks 
in the ceiling. A Scottish farmer who traveled on the Canal in 
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the early 1830s exclaimed, “Few things in America seem more 
extraordinary than the sleeping accommodation of the packets.” 
Some people traveled on the Canal merely to experience the nov- 
elty of the boats’ arrangements. Along with the waterway’s locks, 
aqueducts, deep cuts, and massive embankments, the packets 
exposed passengers to the works of human innovation.’® 

As seen from the deck of a canal boat, the upstate region’s 
varied landscape highlighted the ways in which the Canal had 
brought civilization into the wilderness. The waterway carried 
passengers past deep forests and seemingly endless swamps as 
well as mushrooming towns. The long stretches of untamed na- 
ture along the Canal reminded tourists of what had existed in 
the region prior to the boom in town development set off by the 
Canal’s opening. Basil Hall, a famed British traveler, drew a 
contrast between the town of Camillus and the surrounding 
countryside: “At the next crack of the whip—hocus pocus! all 
is changed. [An English tourist] looks out of the window—rubs 
his eyes, and discovers that he is again in the depths of wood at 
the other extremity of civilized society . . .” Nature stood for 
the opposite of civilization—it existed where humans, and art, 
had not yet made their impact on the landscape. And unlike 
Hawthorne, most tourists liked this contrast. Traveling in the 
same year as Hawthorne, Sibyl Tatum commented on the village 
of Canastota: “There are some beautiful farm houses here around 
the village, which forms a striking contrast with the wild un- 
cultivated land we have been passing all day.” While Hawthorne 
preferred the wild, Tatum saw villages—with their farms, 
churches, schools, and factories—as representations of progress. 
When travelers saw stretches of untamed nature from their canal 
boats, they were reminded not so much of the region’s former 
wildness but rather of its progression from savagery to civiliza- 
tion. The wilderness (and nature) represented savagery, as it had 
for generations of Americans. Viewed this way, nature was some- 
thing to be conquered rather than preserved." 

Yet, at the same time, the Canal provided a healthy escape 
into nature, a place enticing precisely because it remained un- 
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touched by “‘civilized’”” human beings and progress. Tourists saw 
the Canal not only as an artificial wonder but as a way to gain 
access to the upstate region’s “sublime” and previously remote 
landscape. The Erie Canal reminded tourists of a time when God, 
not human progress, had formed the world. The region's natural 
wonders reacquainted tourists with the powers and gifts of na- 
ture. When Clarissa Burroughs visited Little Falls in 1835, she 
remarked: “Here the smooth waters of the Canal wind round 
this tumultuous current, producing a pleasant association of the 
beauties of nature with the works of art.” Another traveler com- 
mented that “this is a ragged cragged place, yet affords many 
natural curiosities, which together with the stupendious works 
of art in the structure of the Canal renders it one of the greatest 
curiosities of the whole line of the Canal.” Nature could be pow- 
erful, potentially dangerous, but also awe-inspiring, beautiful, 
even benevolent. Sibyl Tatum’s trip to Little Falls led her to 
observe that “such scenery is too sublime for my dull pen.” So 
awe-inspiring was nature that it defied human description. A 
trip along the Canal reminded these tourists of the relative im- 
potence and insignificance of human achievements.’” 

If boat crews drew a curtain between male and female tourists 
at night, during the day men joined women in seeing art as 
ultimately less significant than nature. The editor of Atkinson’s 
Casket described Little Falls in similar terms: “In this scene, 
where the rude, but magnificent works of nature are so profusely 
displayed, the imagination is overpowered in their subliminity, 
and the proudest works of man, and man himself, lose their 
importance.” Nature stood grand and godly; humanity and hu- 
manity’s creations seemed insignificant. By offering an escape 
into the sublime landscape of upstate New York, the Erie Canal 
allowed tourists to reaffirm the superiority of God and God’s 
pristine creations. Theodore Dwight, who traveled on the Canal 
in the early 1830s, did not understand why some people found 
traveling through the Canal’s long stretches of wilderness “so 
wearisome and destitute of interest.” Dwight himself saw the 
Canal as a vehicle for communing with nature. The canal boat, 
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he wrote, “had brought me into a beautiful grove of forest trees, 
whose numberless stems, like the innumerable columns of some 
extensive temple, were faithfully reflected below.” Nature was 
like a temple, a place to commune with God. Hawthorne and 
Dwight would have agreed on this point. But while Hawthorne 
emphasized the Canal’s encroachment on nature, Dwight ap- 
proached canal travel as a spiritual escape from the earthly con- 
cerns of human civilization.’ 

Tourists used what was a great symbol of technological 
progress—the Erie Canal—to carry them to a place that sug- 
gested that technological and moral improvement need not be 
at odds. They still saw the Canal’s structures as reminders that 
art had triumphed over nature, that humanity had tamed the 
wilderness. They congratulated humanity on this progress. After 
passing up a lock, Clarissa Burroughs—who had also praised the 
natural beauties of Little Falls—declared that the experience “ex- 
hibits the powers of mind, the enterprize & industry of man.” 
But at the same time, romanticism—also a product of this era 
——reminded Americans that progress did not satisfy all their 
needs. Where nature was sublime, where its strength and beauty 
combined to remind tourists of God’s power and generosity, the 
Canal offered a foray into what seemed to be an older way of 
seeing the world: a place where God and nature dwarfed hu- 
manity and its quest for material progress. For those tourists who 
saw a trip down the Canal as a retreat from the commercial bustle 
of the increasingly urban Atlantic coast, the artificial river's jux- 
taposition of art and nature reaffirmed what they wanted to be- 
lieve: that it was not necessary to choose between material 
progress and a godly society.’ 


If tourists traveled to the upstate region in part because it pro- 
vided a temporary respite from the cares of urban life, settlers 
welcomed the Canal precisely because it brought them the com- 
forts of civilization. DeWitt Clinton and his fellow Canal spon- 
sors tended to stress how the waterway would provide a market 
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Passing through a lock 
(Jacob Abbot, Marco Paul's Travels on the Erie Canal, 1852, 
New York State Library) 
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for the bounty of the West, and thus promote the nation’s long- 
term commercial development. But settlers in the Canal corridor 
put equal emphasis on how the waterway would allow them to 
procure highly desired eastern manufactures and luxuries. To 
them, the market revolution was as much about purchasing 
comforts as it was about selling raw materials. At a local Canal 
celebration in Brockport, a farming village outside Rochester, a 
local resident offered a toast in 1823 to “Our Internal Navi- 
gation—-Pork and Flour coming down—-Tea and Sugar coming 
up. Things are as they should be; some up, some down.” Farmers 
wanted to sell their pork and their flour in the East, but not 
necessarily because they wanted to contribute to the nation’s 
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moral and economic progress. Instead, they wanted to buy com- 
forts like tea and sugar—what some would call luxuries, and 
foreign ones at that. Like all upstate towns with its suffix, Brock- 
port was established after the Canal promised to make it an 
interior “port.” Its residents had moved west because the new 
waterway promised to link them to markets as both producers 
and consumers. They expected that internal navigation would 
help them to secure a comfortable, if not extravagant, life off the 
land.’ 

Emigrants moved west generally not to escape civilization but 
to take advantage of economic opportunities. The difficulty and 
expense of transporting the necessities and pleasures of home— 
stoves, plows, furniture, keepsakes—had discouraged families 
from migrating in the early years of the Republic. Their new 
homes often proved scary as well as sparse. Isolated from neigh- 
bors, settlers felt threatened—in reality or imagination—by In- 
dians; distant from sources of help at times of birth, sickness, 
and death; wanting in companions with whom to share news 
about crops and tales about home. To encourage western settle- 
ment after the Canal opened, the state exempted emigrants’ per- 
sonal belongings from tolls, offering them an inexpensive way to 
transport their familiar furnishings to new and forbidding sur- 
roundings.'® 

Once in those new communities, settlers looked to the Canal 
to bring them additional comforts from the East. In 1828, Ev- 
erard Peck, a Rochester editor, remarked that “the artificial river 
is thronged with vessels bearing to market the products of our 
highly favored country & returning to us the luxuries and com- 
forts of other climes.” Far from repudiating the luxuries of home, 
emigrants craved them. After reporting the arrival of a shipment 
of oysters and clams in Buffalo, a newspaper in that city observed 
in 1825: “The late emigrations to Ohio and Michigan have cre- 
ated an unusual demand for the necessities and luxuries of life 
in those regions.” Settlers did not take those luxuries for granted; 
they gave credit to the Erie Canal. The residents of Batavia con- 
gratulated DeWitt Clinton for bringing them fresh oysters 
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because nothing better symbolized their connection to their for- 
mer homes. During an illness late in life, Mary Ann Archbald 
adopted a diet rich in fresh seafood. After mentioning her new 
diet to a relative in Scotland, Archbald added, “We are 200 miles 
from the sea but distance you know is reduced to nothing 
here . . .” While she had written earlier in life of her quest for 
independence and her admiration for Jefferson, she clearly did 
not believe in a Spartan version of republicanism. Like so many 
residents of upstate New York who, as we will see later on, 
would also borrow the language of republicanism, Archbald wel- 
comed the luxuries that progress afforded her." 

Unlike the Archbalds and other families who had settled the 
Mohawk Valley after the Revolution, settlers who moved to 
western New York after the Canal’s completion often had, by 
necessity, more modest aspirations. They, too, wanted access to 
markets, which was why they moved west in the first place. An 
1823 advertisement for “Canal Lands” in Jefferson and Oswego 
counties emphasized: “Every part of the tract is within one day’s 
easy drive of the Erie Canal.” The proprietor of the land—a New 
York City developer and speculator—tried to appeal to potential 
settlers who did not have cash to purchase land. He offered to 
accept their “ashes, grain, pork, butter &c” as payment on the 
land. Like Mary Ann Archbald, these settlers must have set their 
initial goals on independence. Yet they likewise wanted the min- 
imum comforts of home from the outset. The advertisement also 
assured them that they would find nearby “most of the advan- 
tages of old countries, as to schools, public worships, mills, dis- 
tilleries, mechanics, manufactories, &c.” These settlers would not 
have had the spare cash to buy luxuries, but they still shared 
Archbald’s basic impulse to feel connected to the “advantages of 
old countries.”'® 

Settlers who took advantage of the Canal to move west often 
found themselves connected to markets yet isolated socially. Jo- 
seph and Ann Webb, who settled near Rochester in the early 
1830s, wrote to friends in England that “we was almost afraid 
to live in the house we are now in at first its a lonesome place 


ant 
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no house nearer than 2 Miles & the Woods comes down close 
to it, not see two people all day somettimes . . .” The fast pace 
of settlement usually eased physical isolation rather quickly, but 
the mere ability to see other people did not necessarily pro- 
vide an antidote to a sense of social detachment. After moving 
from the southern part of the state to a farm near Syracuse in 
1837, William Harris complained of loneliness even though 
he had neighbors living nearby. “I hope that in another year I 
may be known {and} no longer distrusted as a stranger.” Even 
though Harris interacted frequently with his neighbors, he 
would repeat his wish several times. The exchange of goods and 
services did not, in his case at least, foster a broader sense of 
community.’ 

While such feelings of isolation may have partially diminished 
after a few years of settlement, the booming cities of the Canal 
corridor, in particular, seemed especially impersonal because so 
many people moved in and out of them. When his sister died 
in Rochester in 1837, Eleazor Conkey lamented, “It was a trying 
time to be among strangets in a strange city, I only having 
moved there last spring.” The Canal, and other transportation 
innovations, may actually have contributed to these feelings of 
isolation. In 1828, for example, Samuel Porter moved to Roch- 
ester, a place that he extolled as representing the “wonder of 
Nature and Art.” Yet he had mixed feelings about the com- 
pression of distance made possible by the works of art. He in- 
formed his grandfather, “I am now a Citizen of Rochester or 
rather I may say a Citizen of the World for my locomotive fac- 
ulties have been so many times put in practice during the last 
20 Years that I am hardly entitled to call myself a citizen of any 
particular place.” As Porter made clear, Americans enjoyed ge- 
ographic mobility long before the Erie Canal crossed the state of 
New York. But geographic mobility took on unprecedented pro- 
portions in the years after the waterway opened. While many 
people eagerly took advantage of these opportunities—including 
Harris, Conkey, Porter, and the Webbs—they also yearned for 
homes left behind, homes nestled, whether in fact or imagination 
alone, within secure and supportive communities.” 
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_. At the same time that the Erie Canal exacerbated the imper- 
_ sonality of life in the upstate region, it also lessened the emo- 


tional and material strains of everyday life on the frontier. The 
Canal provided a connection between the West and homes left 
behind in New England or even Europe. In 1821, before the 
Canal had begun to carry emigrants along the whole route from 
Albany to Buffalo, the Connecticut Herald observed, “When it is 
considered with how much ease families can remove to the land 
which they own in the west, and with what facility and delight 
emigrants thither can occasionally revisit their friends and the 
spot of their nativity, the mind is at once impressed with the 
magnitude and importance of this great inland communication.” 
The idea of occasional visits, almost as much as the visits them- 
selves, could ease the burdens of separation. Mary Ann Archbald 
wrote with excitement to her friends in Scotland to announce 
that the Canal would allow them to visit one another “without 
stepping foot on dry land.” If Archbald overstated the ease with 
which immigrants could visit Europe, the very possibility of such 
travel made her feel more connected to her former way of life.” 

Even when settlers did not visit their relatives and friends, 
they still used the Canal to reinforce ties with their earlier lives. 
Mail traveled quickly along the artificial river, bringing news 
from home. Mary Ann Archbald praised the Canal for bringing 
her a letter from New York City in one day; her farm was more 
than 50 miles west of Albany, itself about 150 miles from the 
port city. While Archbald clearly exaggerated how quickly the 
letter got to her, she nonetheless revealed her perception that 
the Canal brought news very quickly. Since Archbald had settled 
in the region before the Canal’s construction, the compression of 
distance came as unexpected good fortune.” 

But settlers who moved to the region after 1817 showed no 
less delight in the Canal’s artificial accomplishments. After 
spending a cold Sabbath day in 1838 writing to old friends, 
William Harris jotted down in his diary, “It is truly one of the 
greatest blessing{s] confered on man in that he is able to com- 
municate his thoughts and a knowledge of his situation to his 
friends at a distance and to hear from them in the same manner.” 
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Abigail Marks agreed that the Canal provided a remedy for iso- 
lation. In 1840, she moved from Connecticut to Lockport to join 
her new husband, who had recently set up a business in that 
burgeoning canal town. When Marks decided to marry, she rec- 
ognized that doing so meant moving to western New York. Yet 
her role in making that decision did not make her feel less iso- 
lated. Marks longed for the company of her family, particularly 
her sisters. Her husband frequently had to work late in the eve- 
ning, leaving Marks alone at home, a striking contrast to the 
lively family and social life she had led in Connecticut. She found 
partial relief from her solitude in the Canal’s regular transpor- 
tation of people and mail. “I cannot realize when I think of it,” 
she wrote home in 1840, “that I am nearly six hundred miles 
from all my friends, and it is indeed a great distance but then 
the mail accommodation and our facillities for traveling at the 
present day are such as it is indeed consolation.” Whatever drew 
them to western New York in the first place, a variety of settlers 
appreciated the artificial river for keeping them in contact with 
what they still considered home.”* 

The Canal’s reduction of distance did much more than set in 
motion a commercial revolution. It encouraged people to move 
west, people who saw themselves not simply as producers of raw 
materials but as human beings longing for certain comforts, ma- 
terial and otherwise. The Canal brought them consumer goods, 
luxuries, visitors, and mail. It provided residents of the Canal 
corridor, and emigrants farther west, with a vital link to the 
worlds they left behind. Such emigrants cheered the triumph of 
art over nature—-progress—not only because it provided them 
with economic opportunities. They also welcomed progress be- 
cause, paradoxically, it reinforced their ties to the past. They 
embraced the changes of the transportation revolution, in part, 
because those very changes provided continuity in their lives. 


Tourists and settlers alike generally agreed with the fictional 
Amelia’s praise of “this union of the inland seas with the Atlantic 
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Bedtime on a packet; passengers choose berths 
(Jacob Abbot, Marco Paul's Travels on the Erie Canal, 1852, 
New York State Library) 


Ocean.” Yet, like her brother Wentworth, they also complained 
about the shortcomings of the Canal’s engineering, or its works 
of art. Criticisms of the Canal usually involved the mundane 
details of travel. While tourists admired the clever organization 
of packet boats, for example, many also criticized those same 
accommodations, especially once the novelty had worn off. An 
excess of passengers on packet boats meant that some travelers 
whose fares supposedly included the price of berths had to spend 
the night on the floor. Even those with beds had difficulty sleep- 
ing; people tumbled out of their narrow berths; entire berths 
collapsed onto unsuspecting passengers sleeping below; babies 
cried, adults snored in the damp, stagnant air; mosquitoes bit; 
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the entire boat rocked back and forth as it passed oncoming 
boats or entered and exited locks. After describing the over- 
crowded conditions—and the “stench and effluvia from such a 
collection of human beings” —one Scottish traveler commented, 
“In taking notice of this mode of conveyance, it is merely to 
guard my countrymen from travelling much by canal in the 
States.””4 

As Wentworth suggested, nothing better represented the nui- 
sances of Canal travel than the peril caused by low bridges. 
Farmers fervently fought for bridges to reconnect their canal- 
torn property, but boat passengers found these bridges at best 
annoying and at worst deadly. In heavily populated areas, bridges 
appeared at intervals of about one-quarter mile. Virtually every 
travel account from the period contains a reference to low 
bridges, and travelers delighted in describing their personal 
brushes with disaster. Yet not all were so fortunate. Newspapers 
carried reports of unwary (or intoxicated) passengers smashed to 
death against bridges, and even DeWitt Clinton worried that 
bridges “occasioned the loss of several valuable lives” while also 
threatening to impede the transportation of freight piled high 
on boats. Passengers, moreover, also found bridges to be regular 
obstacles to enjoying the “works of art and beauties of nature.” 
In nice weather especially, passengers preferred to view the sur- 
rounding landscape from the decks of their boats. As they ap- 
proached bridges, though, passengers had either to fling 
themselves flat against the deck or to scramble into the cabin. 
Finding this routine wearing, many passengers abandoned their 
hopes of enjoying the surrounding countryside from the deck— 
at least as they passed through sections of the Canal most thickly 
laced with bridges. The cabin provided shelter from bridges, but 
it also stood between passengers and the scenery with which they 
had hoped to commune.” 

While bridges made it harder for Canal travelers to experience 
the landscape, locks—those great symbols of ingenuity—often 
stood in the way of the rapid transportation of passengers and 
merchandise. Crowded and improperly functioning locks signif- 
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icantly increased the duration of canal trips. The dramatic success 
_ of the Canal combined with its modest dimensions to create 
_ vastly overcrowded conditions. Before the Canal had even been 
completed, New Yorkers began petitioning the state to build 
extra sets of locks in certain busy locations along the Mohawk 
River. The state ultimately responded with an enlargement pro- 
ject, approved in 1835. But in 1842, before most of the work 
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As a packet passes under a farm bridge, passengers fling themselves on deck 
(Jacob Abbor, Marco Paul's Travels on the Erie Canal, 1852, New York State Library) 
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on this enlargement had been completed, boats traveling be- 
tween Albany and Buffalo endured an average delay of thirty-six 
hours because of long lines at the locks. Some tourists agreed 
with Amelia that these delays provided travelers with an oppor- 
tunity to descend from their boats to luxuriate in nature. But 
most passengers grew impatient when these contrivances length- 
ened their journey, even though it was art’s very success at tri- 
umphing over nature that caused certain of these problems in 
the first place. The waterway stimulated agricultural and urban 
development in the western end of the state, creating the need 
for bridges connecting cultivated pieces of land that had been 
wilderness only a few years earlier. The heavy volume of passen- 
ger and, especially, freight traffic on the Canal caused delays at 
locks. But to tourists and settlers, these nuisances did not appear 
to be signs of progress.” 

Passengers pressed for time, especially businessmen, trans- 
ferred to stages to avoid the stretches of the Canal with many 
locks. Because the section of the Canal between Albany and Sche- 
nectady contained twenty-seven locks, many passengers took a 
Stage—or later, a train——between those two cities. When Mary 
Ann Archbald journeyed to New York City in 1828 with her 
daughter and son-in-law, Archbald and her daughter took the 
Canal all the way to Albany so that they could pass through 
mountainous and “romantic” countryside. Archbald’s son-in-law, 
who had business to conduct in New York, did not accompany 
the women for the entire trip. Rather, in Schenectady he trans- 
ferred from the Canal to a stage. By doing so, he saved a day’s 
travel. While the Archbald women seemed to share Amelia’s 
desire to use art as a vehicle to admire nature, their male com- 
panion wanted to perform his business as expeditiously as pos- 
sible. Yet these distinctions did not arise from gender alone. 
When Mary Ann wanted something quickly—either goods or 
mail—she could be just as impatient as any businessman. Most 
of the time she was a settler who wanted quick ties to New York 
City; at other times she was a tourist who wanted to admire in 
a leisurely fashion the surrounding landscape.?’ 

Despite the Canal’s success, it had its shortcomings. Aqueduct 
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walls crumbled; locks malfunctioned; and canal banks burst 


open. The resulting delays to navigation could be severe. Lyman 


Spalding, a Lockport miller, complained in his diary in June 
1847 that he could not get his flour to market, since a hundred 
boats lined up “all the time” at the Lockport locks after one of 
the two tiers of locks stopped working. Clarissa Burroughs, 
who had praised the “powers of mind” visible in the locks, re- 
gretted having to take another meal in “this dirty place” when 
a broken lock delayed her boat at German Flats. Breaches in the 
Canal banks sent water gushing out with tremendous force, shut- 
ting down the Canal for as much as two weeks at a time. In 
1850, a breach near Rochester required 2,400 workers around 
the clock for ten days to repair the damage, and one near the 
town of Frankfort in 1839 caused boats to line up for ten 
miles.”® 

Navigation could take weeks to return to normal after such 
congestion, because all those boats would then arrive at the next 
lock in succession. While passengers generally abandoned the 
Canal for land travel in such frustrating circumstances, breaches 
trapped boat crews and freight for the duration of the repair 
work. Failures of engineering, construction, or maintenance led 
to a variety of other problems as well. Since the Canal originally 
was only four feet deep, heavy freight boats ran aground when 
the water level was improperly maintained or when silt collected 
on the canal bed. The Canal’s narrow width led to periodic 
crashes, since boats barely had room to pass one another. Tow- 
paths caved in, tripping horses and sometimes breaking their 
legs. Obstructions in the Canal—rocks, pieces of fallen bridges, 
and sunken boats—crippled passing boats and delayed those fol- 
lowing behind. 

The failures of art not only delayed navigation; they also 
threatened middle-class understandings of social order, calling 
into question whether the Canal was really a symbol of progress. 
While New Yorkers wished their problems with unruly workers 
would end with the construction of the artificial river, they 
would soon be sorely disappointed. Folklore suggests that vir- 
tually unceasing brawls erupted at locks, as swearing—and often 
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drunk—crews vied to reach the front of the lines of boats wait- 
ing to pass through the locks. These stories would have rung 
true for at least some antebellum residents of the Canal corridor. 
In 1827, a group of residents in the Mohawk Valley petitioned 
the legislature to construct a second canal parallel to the original 
one in order to alleviate long delays at the locks. The Canal’s 
crowded conditions, the petitioners complained, did much more 
than simply detain passengers and goods. 


In addition to the trouble and expense of delay, and of 
frequent damage to boats and merchandize occasioned by 
the anxious press for preference at the locks, the same cause 
produces contention, strife, and lawsuits, not only injurious 
to the person concerned, but the citizens of the vicinity of 
the Canal are greatly annoyed by frequent calls as jurors 
and witnesses, to determine these endless controversies. 


The accumulation of large numbers of workers, irritated and 
bored by their inability to proceed more rapidly, inflamed tem- 
pers that triggered fights among boatmen. In 1837, the Rochester 
Republican reported that during a delay caused by a breach near 
Rochester, boat workers “had a row” with state repair workers. 
A decade later the directors of the American Bethel Society, an 
organization interested in reforming boat workers, commented 
in its annual report that although the previous year had seen a 
large number of breaks in the Canal, workers had remained un- 
usually orderly. After a breach trapped several hundred boats and 
twelve hundred men near Rochester, according to the society, 
the workers’ restrained conduct elicited complimentary remarks 
from local newspaper editors. That editors made such comments 
at all, however, suggests that previous breaches had encouraged 
what they deemed less-than-orderly conduct among boat crews.” 

The Canal’s failures impeded commerce, tourism, and even 
social order. Merchants and farmers had come to expect that their 
products would travel rapidly to market. For people living di- 
rectly along the Canal’s banks, delays in navigation meant 
trapped workers and calls to offer testimony in seemingly petty 
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legal disputes. When Hawthorne wrote his critique of the Canal, 


he mentioned similar nuisances. But while his conclusion was to 


condemn rapid progress, ordinary people felt quite differently. 
_ Their disappointment stemmed from the Canal’s becoming at 
_ times more of an obstacle to progress than an example of it. 


The greatest impediment to the Canal’s success, however, came 
not from the shortcomings of art but rather from nature’s stub- 
born insistence on turning water to ice in freezing weather. The 
frigid temperatures in upstate New York shut down the Canal 
for up to five months every year. From the Canal’s earliest years 
of operation, entrepreneurs from around the country wrote to 
Canal officials offering their fail-safe inventions for keeping the 
Canal free from ice. But nothing could keep the Canal open 
between mid-December and April. The Canal’s annual winter- 
time closing disappointed settlers who for much of the year built 
their daily lives around the Canal’s rapid conveyance of goods, 
people, and news. While they had been used to natural rivers 


freezing, New Yorkers expected more from their artificial river. 


The onset of winter could be dramatic. Sudden freezes trapped 
boats mid-journey, along with their workers and freight. Some- 


times the Canal would temporarily thaw, allowing boats to ad- 


vance. The merchant Horace Wheeler spent two weeks on the 
Canal in December 1825 creeping along the thirty miles between 
Schenectady and Albany, a journey that normally would have 
taken one day. Without a thaw, merchants had either to trans- 
port their stranded goods by costly land routes or to abandon 
their freight until spring. Silas Marks, the Lockport merchant 
married to Abigail Marks, expressed relief in 1842 when all his 
goods arrived before the Canal’s freezing. “Most of our Mer- 
chants,” he wrote, “had thiers freeze up on the Canal from 6o 
to 100 Miles East and it was quite expensive getting them by 
Land.” Since merchants passed along at least part of those ex- 
penses to customers, virtually all upstate New Yorkers suffered 
materially when the Canal froze, often literally overnight.*° 

A sudden thaw of the Canal in spring could have even more 
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devastating consequences than the troublesome and expensive 
wintertime freezes. Thaws sent huge quantities of melted snow 
into the rivers and streams that fed the Canal. Although some 
excess water could be released through the Canal’s waste weirs 
(gates that emptied water into tributary creeks), severe freshets 
could overflow or sweep away the canal bed. Sometimes they 
took canalside property with them. In a particularly bad flood 
in 1832, one upstate resident reported that raging water took a 
“large quantity of Lumber and Buildings off the pier at Albany 
... People went to their stores on the wharf at Albany in Boats 
and landed in the Second Stories.” Nature could undo human 
efforts to make the physical landscape more accessible and 
dependable.*' 

But nature primarily influenced the Canal’s operation with its 
regular closing of the waterway for four or five months of the 
year. Nothing—and nobody—moved on the Canal during its 
closed season. Although few tourists would have found upstate 
New York an appealing wintertime destination, emigrants 
would have liked to plan their journeys to arrive in time to be 
ready for the spring planting. But as Joseph and Ann Webb 
counseled their family and friends in England, “If anyone two 
three or more should feel inclined to come [we] should advise 
you not to start before March or April for the Canal will not 
be thawd before May and it would be expensive traveling by 
land . . .” Men and women in the upstate region had to plan 
their visits with friends and relatives around the Canal’s open 
season. When corresponding about visits, New Yorkers and their 
families often qualified their plans with phrases like “if naviga- 
tion permits.”>? 

The Canal’s closed season also slowed down mail between up- 
state New York and the eastern seaboard. Thanking her cousin 
for sending her a package of books, Mary Ann Archbald wrote 
in 1832 that the parcel “had long been detained, no less than a 
month between New York & this. at least had lain a month in 
Albany owing to the stopping of the canal breaking up of the 
roads etc. I knew it was in Albany & had to exercise all my little 
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stock of patience.” The Canal had encouraged upstaters to be- 


= come impatient, to expect mail to arrive quickly. Abigail Marks 
_ also found the Canal’s wintertime closing frustrating. On Christ- 


mas Day 1840, she wrote to her family: “Let me urge you... 
to be more punctual in writing me often for our mails this season 
of the year are detained which will make intercourse more irreg- 
ular and difficult and for friends so distantly seperated is I think 
extremely unpleasant.” In the warmer months of the year, both 
Marks and Archbald had praised the Canal for keeping them in 
close touch with their distant relations. Having experienced the 
advantages that art afforded, upstaters felt disappointed when 
nature cut off those same opportunities.” 

New Yorkers conceded that nature held more power than hu- 
manity when it came to regulating the Canal’s season of opera- 
tion. A Rochester newspaper reported in 1842 that canal workers 
had been making very slow progress in clearing paths for ice- 
bound boats. Then “the weather last evening, bid fair to do what 
the State Scows could not—melt the ice, and give a week or two 
of uninterrupted navigation.” But nature’s malevolent side pro- 
voked more frequent—and strident—commentary. The New 
York Times, for example, reported in 1832 that “forty thousand 
barrels of flour, on their way to this city, have stopt {on the 
Canal] by the recent embargo placed on them by the relentless 
despot, Jack Frost.” American inventiveness could not outsmart 
the despotic ice that interrupted commerce, travel, and com- 
munications.*4 

The Canal had raised people’s expectations. They hoped to 
travel easily and quickly, to ship and buy goods inexpensively, 
and to communicate at will with their distant relatives and 
friends. They grew impatient when goods stalled on the Canal 
or when the exchange of visits and mail grew irregular. New 
Yorkers’ most persistent complaints about the Canal stemmed 
from the irregularity of the compression of distance, from the 
failures to triumph over nature. Their ambivalence about pro- 
gress arose from their inability to take full advantage of the ways 
it promised to improve their lives. 
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The Canal’s weaknesses would ultimately lead many New 
Yorkers to embrace railroads, which succeeded where the Canal 
could not: at running all year round. Bur in the meantime, New 
Yorkers continued to emphasize the “artificial” aspects of their 
artificial river. People had built the Canal, and—within the lim- 
its set by nature—people should still be able to control it. They 
should be able to use this work of progress to satisfy their goals 
and values, even if those aspirations differed from those of the 
Canal’s sponsors. With this same sense of power, different groups 
of New Yorkers would look to their government to further their 
own interests within the expanding commercial economy. 


4 


The Politics of Land 
and Water 


N CARVING a commercial corridor through the upstate region, 

the State of New York had tampered with a sacred element 
of American society: property. If the Canal’s sponsors liked to 
portray the artificial river as appearing almost magically, people 
living along the new waterway would tell a different version of 
the story: laborers, working in gangs of twenty or thirty, had 
torn down fences, trampled crops, rechanneled streams, relocated 
buildings. To owners of land along the Erie Canal’s banks, the 
triumph of art over nature could seem more like plain and simple 
destruction of property. 

The extent of property damage varied along the Canal’s 
length. In the western part of the state, a region that had been 
only sparsely populated before 1817, the Erie passed mostly 
through “unimproved” land, only occasionally cutting through 
a cultivated field or diverting water from a mill. At its eastern 
end, though, the new waterway paralleled the Mohawk River. 
Back when the Canal remained just a fantasy in most people’s 
minds, Mohawk Valley farmers cleared land and planted crops, 
while millwrights tapped the region’s natural water flow. These 
settlers, people like the Archbalds, coveted property directly 
along the river’s banks, a location from which they could easily 
cart their produce to river-going boats bound ultimately for the 
Hudson. When the state constructed the Erie Canal—when it 
tried to follow through on its promise to “bring a market to 
every man’s door”—it damaged the productive worth of these 
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earlier settlers’ property. To these people, the value of “nature” 
lay less in its subliminity than in its practical ability to grow 
food and commodities. And because the digging of the Canal 
turned out to be an extended process, rather than a momentous 
event ending in 1825, the state repeatedly appropriated or dam- 
aged property belonging to citizens along the entire route from 
Buffalo to Albany.’ 

Many New Yorkers did not accept their property losses pas- 
sively but instead turned to the state government for redress. 
Although farmers generally welcomed internal improvements, 
many of them nonetheless clung to the notion that their agri- 
cultural pursuits should take precedence over mercantile ven- 
tures. They therefore viewed economic progress with at least a 
touch of ambivalence: although they looked forward to loading 
their wheat and apples on the eastbound boats that docked in 
front of their doors, they feared that the state’s attempts to en- 
courage the building of commercial mills and warehouses would 
jeopardize yeomen’s economic investments and legal standing. 
This tension posed vexing problems for progress-minded land- 
owners throughout the United States. In articulating under- 
standings of their rights to land and water, upstate farmers thus 
also made clear their broader feelings about the nation’s political 
economy, sentiments that would evolve significantly over the 
antebellum period.? 


The American legal community in the early nineteenth century 
tried to mediate between these opposing impulses to preserve 
the sanctity of property and to encourage economic development. 
To most of the Founding Fathers, the ownership of agricultural 
land was a natural right. The health of the Republic, moreover, 
depended on the liberty of white men to acquire such property. 
Land ownership would allow them to become independent and 
virtuous citizens who voted with an eye toward fostering the 
common good. By the turn of the century, though, it became 
clear that property rights sometimes interfered with the young 
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 Mation’s imperative to develop economically. Roads and canals 
had to run across what had been private property; new mills and 
factories diverted the natural flow of water, upsetting established 
_ practices of agriculture. 


To justify their states’ active promotion of economic devel- 


| opment, Northern governments provided compensation for the 


taking of private property designated for enterprises that served 
the “common good.” Judges, too, rendered common-law deci- 
sions—judicial interpretations that adjusted the principles of 
long-standing precedents to new circumstances—that increas- 
ingly paid homage to the “common good” or “public interest.” 
No longer was a man’s land his exclusive domain, one which 
only he, the state, or God could alter. Instead, judges allowed 
landowners—often corporations—to alter their property in ways 
that might upset another person’s property, as long as they com- 
pensated the neighbor for the losses of the land’s productive 
worth. With these shifts in legal precedent, for example, a land- 
owner living upstream could divert water to run his mill even 
if that meant a downstream farmer found himself with less water 
with which to irrigate his crops. Such legal decisions generally 
promoted the interests of newly emerging commercial classes 
over those of established agrarian classes. In both statutory and 
common law, property in real estate lost some of its inviolable 
character.’ 

But what did property mean to the people themselves? The 
Erie Canal region offers a rare opportunity to see how ordinary 
men—and, to a much lesser extent, women—-understood the 
significance of property. By looking at surviving records of New 
York’s administration of its canal system, we can recover the 
voices of property owners living in the Canal corridor—thanks 
to New York’s novel approach to running its internal improve- 
ments. Unlike many other states, New York did not charter 
private corporations to build and operate its canal system; in- 
stead, state officials themselves oversaw the artificial waterways. 

In 1826, the legislature created the Canal Board, an agency 
designed specifically to handle issues related to the state’s arti- 
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ficial waterways. While responsible to the legislature, the Canal 
Board made most of the decisions about building, funding, and 
managing the Erie Canal. Before 1844, its members included 
five canal commissioners, appointed by a joint legislative com- 
mittee, as well as officers of the Canal Fund, made up of six of 
the state’s highest-ranking elected officials. In 1844, the legis- 
lature passed a law providing that general elections would de- 
termine all positions on the Canal Board, including the 
commissioners. These commissioners, along with the Engineer (a 
position created in 1844), oversaw the daily administration of 
the Canal, while the officers of the Canal Fund guided the fi- 
nances. Although the legislature still maintained responsibility 
for establishing canal laws, it generally did so at the recommen- 
dation of the board. Since the Erie Canal was the first state-run 
enterprise of such an enormous magnitude, no one could foresee 
all the issues that the endeavor would generate, leaving the Canal 
Board to interpret various situations as they presented them- 
selves.‘ 

Of all the arms of the legal system, the Canal Board was the 
most accessible to ordinary men and women—an ironic conse- 
quence of what was probably an attempt to keep power out of 
such people’s hands. During the early nineteenth century, juries 
had become well known for making generous awards for property 
damage, undoubtedly out of empathy for the plaintiffs. While 
New York’s motives for establishing the Canal Board have been 
obscured over time, it seems likely that the legislature wanted 
decisions about property damage, especially, to be made by pub- 
lic officials sympathetic to the need for development, rather than 
by juries made up of small landowners. In creating the Canal 
Board, though, the legislature inadvertently gave ordinary people 
an extraordinary method for making their voices heard.’ 

Even though the board frequently did not award freeholders 
the damages they claimed, it nonetheless made itself available to 
a wide variety of petitioners, people who might not have readily 
sought hearings in other branches of the government, such as 
the legislature or the courts. While the business of the New York 
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ate Legislature did revolve largely around the consideration of 
private bills, including many that involved the Erie Canal, rel- 
atively few small landowners had the political connections to 
receive a sympathetic hearing in that body. Some of them sought 
redress through the courts for canal-related issues, but state law 
channeled most of their property claims through the Canal 
Board. Like the legislature, the Canal Board was located in 
Albany—and men with political connections stood a better 
chance of having their grievances heard. But the appraisers—the 
men in charge of establishing the extent of property damage— 
held hearings around the state, calling on local witnesses to tes- | 
tify about the ways in which specific parcels of land had been 
damaged. Newspapers published the time and place of these 
public hearings, making the board a more accessible state organ 
to people without the time, money, or connections to make their 
cases heard in Albany. In some ways, the appraisers acted as 
roving agents of the state, riding circuit to make judgments that 
sought to balance individual property rights with a communal 
commitment to economic development.® 
Even when they did not appear personally before the Canal 
Board, people from all around the state corresponded with this 
administrative body. Thousands of these New Yorkers, perhaps 
close to ten thousand, sought redress for a variety of canal-related 
problems. If most of these people were male property owners, 
_ their economic standing—unlike their gender—did not alone 
_ make them an unusually privileged group. Many of them were 
quintessential freeholders who throughout the pre—Civil War era 
constituted a larger share of the male population than did the 
semiskilled laborers who dug the Canal or who made their liv- 
ings in mills and factories.’ 
Most people who addressed the Canal Board sought compen- 
sation for appropriated or damaged land. Sometimes they ad- 
dressed the board through their lawyers, sometimes without the 
. = aid of legal counsel. Eicher way, their words have survived in 
. { records of their testimony during investigative hearings, or in’ 
handwritten appeals ranging in length from a single paragraph 
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to dozens of pages. Since these records do not consistently in- 
dicate how state officials responded to the claims of their citizens, 
they unfortunately tell us relatively little about the formulation 
of administrative law. But they more than make up for this 
limitation by offering rich details about the everyday impact of 
rapid economic development and by recording how people artic- 
ulated their views of their rights and responsibilities within a 
swiftly changing political economy. 

It is nearly impossible to generalize about the economic ac- 
tivities and aspirations of the people who sought a hearing before 
the Canal Board. Even individuals are not easily categorized. 
Jamie Archbald provides a poignant example. In 1826, Jamie 
and the rest of his family received a settlement from the state 
for land that had been damaged during the Canal’s construction. 
But it would be difficult to give Jamie an occupational label. In 
just the eight years during which the Canal was under construc- 
tion, Jamie had engaged in at least four occupations. He farmed, 
tried his hand at commercial speculation (and failed), opened a 
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ired hand. If these people sometimes wore a merchant’s hat or 
a laborer’s cap, they will also appear in other places in the story. 
“Substantial landowners” could also occupy more than one pro- 
fessional space, but they will be defined as people whose property 
“required the regular labor of numerous tenants or employees to 
= maintain its normal state of productivity. 

By looking at the ways in which a range of property holders 
addressed state officials about their property claims, we can see 
how they cast their pleas in what they thought would be per- 
= suasive rhetoric. In the nineteenth century, rhetoric was an im- 
portant tool—a “practical art’”—essential to a political system 
in which people could not be coerced and so had to be convinced. 
The emphasis on persuasion was reflected in the public meetings 
and orations so central to antebellum political culture; it also 
helps to explain why many of the era’s leaders, men such as 
Daniel Webster, Henry Clay, and, later, Abraham Lincoln, ex- 
pended so much effort to cultivate eloquence in the spoken and 
written word. Yet politicians did not have a monopoly in the 


small shop, and helped to dig the Canal. After the Canal opened, art of persuasion; nor was it the exclusive domain of the highly 
he would hold several more positions, ultimately becoming an educated. Ordinary citizens also turned to carefully crafted rhet- 
engineer on the Erie Canal Enlargement. Was Jamie a farmer? = oric in their attempts to influence the state’s canal policy. What- 
A commercial businessman? A small merchant? A laborer? An ever the actual merits of their cases before the Canal Board— 
engineer? Occupational mobility was commonplace during the and many surely exaggerated their claims in an effort to gain a 
antebellum period.’ favorable settlement—the Canal Board Papers offer an unusual 

People also frequently held more than one occupation at once: view of ordinary people’s ideas about the relationship between 
a farmer might own a grocery; another might own a mill; still the individual, the state, and economic development.? 


another might work on the Canal for part of the year. Moreover, 
the terms “landowner” and “miller” could be applied to a very 


wide range of people. Some landowners owned as few as two or _ The Erie Canal was a public enterprise, an unabashed effort at 
three acres, while at the other extreme speculators might own = state-controlled economic development. After both the federal 
more than one hundred thousand. One miller could operate his = government and neighboring states rejected New York's requests 
mill alone, grinding the wheat he and his neighbors grew, while | for financial assistance, the state had taken sole responsibility for 
another could employ fifty or seventy-five workers and have hun- | funding, constructing, and operating its artificial river. New 


dreds of customers. For the sake of simplicity, though, the term 
“modest landowner” will refer to anyone who farmed or milled 
with the help of no one but family members and an occasional 


York also undertook several additional canal projects in the years 
after 1825. Following the completion of the main Canal, the 
state constructed small channels linking land-bound communi- 
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ties to the main waterway; built the eight lateral canals running 
north or south from the Erie; and enlarged and rerouted the Erie 


Canal itself: More canal digging took place after the opening of 


the Erie Canal than before.'° 

While a wide variety of New Yorkers joined in celebrating 
the Canal’s accomplishments, many of them also knew from per- 
sonal experience that the business of creating and then enlarging 
a canal might damage a property owner's land or buildings in a 
number of ways. Before laborers had even picked up their axes 
and shovels, the state legislature had taken for public use a strip 
of private property extending across the width of the state. 
Where the government did not receive outright property grants 
along the route, it appropriated land—-without always paying 
for it. An important piece of canal legislation did require the 
state to compensate individuals for any appropriation of private 
property. But, in keeping with a general trend in legal reasoning 
across the country, that piece of legislation provided that if the 
state’s appraisers deemed that the benefit a landowner would 
receive from proximity to the Canal outweighed the value of the 
land appropriated, then the state did not owe the proprietor any 
financial compensation." 

Land had become a commodity whose value could be measured 
in terms of relative market value. The appropriation of farmland 
clearly constituted an “injury.” But the Canal also increased the 
value of the owner’s remaining contiguous property, conferring 
a certain “benefit.” If, to take a typical case, an appropriated 
piece of a farm bordered on the site of a canal lock, where grocery 
stores and other businesses would thrive from the congregation 
of boats at that spot, then the appraisers usually argued that the 
increased value of the owner’s remaining land was greater than 
the injury caused to the owner by the appropriation. Given that 
many farmers in the Mohawk Valley already feared that their 
relative market advantage would decline once the Canal provided 
easy access to less expensive western lands, these New Yorkers 
did not always accept the state’s arguments that access to the 
waterway would compensate them for the loss of their property. 
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Landowners’ discontent only intensified once construction got 
der way. Laborers did not restrict their canal-building to lands 
at had been ceded or appropriated. While workmen usually 


“destroyed farmers’ property because they needed to clear a path — 
to the actual canal site, they also cut down trees or tore down 
fences to provide themselves with fuel for cooking or heating. 


One farmer even complained that laborers had ripped down his 
fences simply to amuse themselves. The trampling of workers’ 
feet flattened crops and churned up mud. Even when construc- 


tion workers moved on to begin digging the next strip of canal, 


landowners did not see an end of their problems. The Canal 


frequently cut property holdings in two. Then, once the state let 


water into the Canal, spring freshets, poor engineering, shoddy 
workmanship, or nesting muskrats caused breaks in the canal 
bank, sending water streaming out—flooding fields, injuring 
gardens, drowning livestock, filling cellars, and accumulating in 
stagnant pools that became the breeding ground for mosquitoes 
and disease. A lack of water could prove just as economically 
disastrous for people who depended on the region’s natural water 
supplies to propel their mills; such shortages resulted from the 
diversion of streams to fill the Canal, the draining of the Canal 
in winter for repairs, or the shifts in freezing patterns of existing 
waterways because of the restructuring of the landscape. If too 
much water could flood a mill, too little could stop operations 
for months at a time. Rural people had long dealt with the 
vagaries of nature; the Canal project added the mistakes, neglect, 
and whims of state employees to the list of forces which they 
faced.'? 
The extent of property damage caused by the Canal varied 
greatly, but even minor “injuries” upset people’s daily routines. 
Rebuilding a section of fence diverted energy away from planting 
crops. Walking across a neighbor’s fields to reach a bridge over 
the Canal was a time-consuming and repeated nuisance. One 
farmer explained that “these things though they may appear tri- 
fling in representation, yet, are of considerable importance to 
those who feel the daily inconveniences of them.” Few people 
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questioned that the Canal had enhanced the overall quality of 


life in the upstate region. But they did question why—especially 
in light of the technological feats of the Canal project—they had 
to suffer even petty annoyances and damages. If the Canal’s en- 
gineers could design locks that would lift boats over a sixty-foot 
cliff, why could they not prevent water from leaking into some- 
one’s cellar?! 


The possibility of owning land, as we have seen, is what lured 
such large numbers of people to the upstate region in the first 
place; property offered economic security as well as political 
rights and social status. Few upstate farmers could afford to buy 
land outright, but rather gradually paid off their mortgages by 
selling produce on the market. By necessity, if not choice, these 
farmers’ immediate aspirations were modest. They first had to 
clear their land—an arduous and labor-intensive task. The sim- 
plest way to remove trees was girdling, which meant killing a 
tree by cutting deep notches around its trunk with an ax. A few 
weeks later, the trees would lose their leaves, allowing sun to 
shine through on what would become fields. As soon as enough 
light shone through the remaining limbs, settlers would plant 
wheat or corn to feed their families for their first year on the 
frontier. After chopping down the trees during the off season, 
farmers planted their crops around the stumps. Thus, the average 
farm family could clear only between five and ten acres per year, 
depending on the number of family members who could girdle 
trunks, chop limbs, burn leaves and stumps, rake ashes, pull up 
roots, and remove rocks. With so much of their time and energy 
invested in their land, modest farmers understandably resented 
the ways in which the state’s improvements damaged their 
property." 

When farmers’ land was damaged by the works of art, they 
expected the state either to fix the damage or to compensate 
them for their losses. Among upstate farmers who had begun 
improving their land before 1817, the most common complaint 
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bout the artificial river was that it divided their property in 
o by running through it. Some yeomen had to walk substantial 
listances, even over a mile, to the nearest bridge across the wa- 


‘terway, a trek that usually involved trespassing on someone else's 
fields with horse and wagon in tow. Hundreds of settlers ap- 


pealed to the Canal Board to repair the property damage by 


building bridges across the waterway, or by reimbursing them 
for building their own bridges. The same structures that sent 
_ passengers flinging themselves onto the decks of canal boats also 
served a crucial economic purpose to farmers. Bridges allowed 
| them access to fields and mills that had once been attached to 


the main part of their property but that now stood on the op- 
posite side of a forty-foot-wide canal. Other damage caused by 
the Canal could not be repaired, leading property owners to de- 
mand financial reparations instead. Sarah Beaston, who owned 
property along one of the lateral canals, accepted that the wa- 
terway had to run through her property. But when laborers cut 
down trees on her remaining land, she argued that the canal 
project threatened her ability to eke out a basic living from the 
land. “The destruction of my timber every day, Is more than I 
am able to loose... , ” she explained to her lawyer. “{I} do 
think {it} hard that myself and children must be deprived of our 
small support and not rewarded in any way for It...” 
Settlers who bought land after the Canal’s route had been laid 
out believed that the value of their property lay in a combination 
of its productive worth and its proximity to markets. The closer 
a piece of land was to the Canal, the simpler it was to reach 
markets. As Cadwallader Colden noted in his official memoir of 
the Erie’s construction, “Now, that the Canals are open, the dis- 
tance from market may be almost computed by the distance from 
the Canal, or the distance from the water communications with 
it...” Land along the waterway’s route fetched a higher selling 
price. When farm families decided to move to western New York 
in the years after 1817, they calculated whether the expense of 
land along the waterway would be balanced by the benefits they 
would derive from such proximity. Because these farmers often 
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knew where the Canal would flow before they began clearing 
_ their land, they planned their improvements to the land to avoid 
of minimize construction damage. As a result, few of these prop- 
erty holders petitioned the state for compensation for damaged 
land.'¢ 

Instead they argued that the state had the obligation to help 
them take advantage of fresh opportunities the Canal had 
opened. Such arguments commonly emerged in requests for use 
of so-called surplus water, water that state workers released from 
the Canal to prevent an excess from weakening the banks. In 
1825, the legislature passed a law permitting canal officials to 
lease the right to these waters to private concerns. When in 1827 
inhabitants of the Genesee region petitioned the Canal Board to 
channel such surplus water to the village of Holley, where they 
would establish mills, they argued that such a policy would ben- 
efit the population’s struggling new settlers. “When it is re- 
membered that most of the inhabitants . . . are new settlers & 
with very few exceptions yet indebted for their land that a ma- 
jority of them are indeed, & in truth poor... ,” the farmers of 
Holley remonstrated, “it must be obvious that those severe pri- 
vations & expences incident to their remote situation from Mills 
necessarily come home to them with superadded calamity.” 
Without water to propel a mill near their farms, the petition 
continued, settlers would have to rely on “a more fortunate 
neighbor’”—one with a wagon team or riverboat—to transport 
their wheat to mills. If the state granted surplus water rights to 
the town of Holley, it would allow these poor farmers to realize 
their property’s productive worth while relieving them of any 
dependence on wealthier neighbors." 

Poor people were not alone in thinking that the state had an 
obligation to foster their prosperity. In 1831, a group of pros- 
perous farmers insisted that the state build a lock that would 
allow them to move their produce around a dam blocking their 
easy access to the Canal. One witness for the petitioners told the 
Canal Board that “there are many large farmers who raise grain 
to a great extent, and they would be accommodated by this 
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ork.” John Stainton explained that when the Canal divided his 
property, it burdened both his tenant and himself. The tenant 
now had to carry his grain half a mile on his back to get to a 
mill. But Stainton had also suffered, since the tenant’s inconve- 
nience in getting to a mill meant that the farm commanded 
only half the rent it might otherwise. The government, Stainton 
explained, must take responsibility for building a bridge across 
the property so that he could profit fully from his land’s po- 
tential market value. Whether “poor” or “large” —and whether 
they measured their losses in terms of the productive or the 
market value of their property—farmers thought it reasonable 
to expect the state to promote their private economic inter- 
ests. !8 
Although New Yorkers regularly filed petitions with the 
Canal Board to serve their private interests, farmers (modest and 
substantial) tried to bolster their arguments by telling state of- 
ficials that their own interests coincided with the public good. 
From the Canal’s inception, its promoters had referred to its 
promised impact on the public welfare, a central component of 
both republican and liberal approaches to political economy. Per- 
haps remembering that the Canal corridor had been touted as a 
sort of middle landscape between the extremes of civilization and 
savagery, New Yorkers sometimes argued that the state should 
use its regulatory powers to shield the public from some of the 
potentially harmful forces of the expanding commercial world. 
Some of them accordingly asked the state to intercede to prevent 
the excesses of unfettered market competition as well as the con- 
tamination of nature. | 
| Antebellum Americans generally feared that market expansion 
would intensify class stratification, which helps explain, as we 
have seen, the symbolism of the official Canal celebrations. Yet 
symbolic gestures represent what people want to happen and not 
what is actually happening around them. If small and large prop- 
erty owners did indeed join forces in 1825 in wishing that 
construction workers would quickly move on to Ohio, they none- 
theless found themselves vying with one another for access to 
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state-regulated largess. In trying to convince the Canal Board to 
adopt their own preferred policies, people of modest circum- 
stances often made appeals based on what they articulated as the 


government's obligation to control the greedy intentions of 


wealthier members of society. 

The Genesee farmers who petitioned for surplus water rights, 
for example, tried to bolster their case by pointing out that with- 
out the state’s intervention they would be deprived of equal ac- 
cess to economic opportunity. When the villagers traveled to 
distant mills, they explained, they were often “compelled to re- 
turn without their grist, those mills being in most cases too 
exclusively Merchant mills to perform custom work promptly . . .” 
Merchant mills ground large quantities of grain for their cus- 
tomers; they would not stop a well-paying job to grind a farmer's 
small load of wheat while he waited. By granting water power 
at Holley and thus allowing its residents to construct their own 
mills, the petitioners argued, the state would be acting both with 
equity and with the public interest in mind: 


far greater difficulties . . . have not deterred your Honorable 
Board from controlling & dispensing the surplus waters at 
all other points upon the canal, in such a manner as best 
to promote public revenue & the greatest amount of accom- 
modation to the inhabitants, without regard to individual 
cupidity, or sectional influence. 


While the market’s invisible hand favored merchant grinding 
and “cupidity” on the part of commercial millowners, the peti- 
tioners demanded that the state intervene to protect its citizens’ 
access to family grinding by channeling water to Holley; this, 
in turn, would promote the common good in at least two ways. 
Since residents paid the state for access to surplus water, the 
citizens of Holley would be contributing to the “public reve- 
nue.” And because that water would serve more people, and less 
selfish ones, it would contribute to an abstract sense of good as 
well.'9 
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For the first decade or so of the canal era, other modest prop- 
erty owners joined the farmers of Holley in thinking that the 
- Canal Board would dispense artificial resources more equitably 
= than would uncontrolled market competition. While these pe- 
 titioners may well have molded their rhetoric to appeal to what 
they thought state officials would like to hear, they nonetheless 
chose to turn to the state for help in the first place, which sug- 
gests that they believed they would personally benefit from gov- 
ernmental intervention in distributing resources. Their faith in 
the Canal Board stemmed in part from the belief that the mem- 
bers of that agency represented the entire state and not just a 
single locality or “section.” Unlike the legislature, then, the 
Canal Board—in theory—should have been better able to dis- 
passionately balance the needs of various constituencies within 
= the public. 

Drawing on this same belief that state officials would see 
themselves as having an obligation to stave off the negative con- 
sequences of the market expansion they had promoted, New 
Yorkers regularly argued that when the Canal damaged their 
property, it also threatened the public health. They complained 
about how the accumulation of water on their land allowed dis- 
ease to fester in stagnant pools. They detailed their bouts with 
fever and ague and provided supporting testimony from local 
physicians. Stagnant water did in fact pose health risks, especially 
in summertime, and the state usually acted quickly to remedy 
such problems. 

Some people, though, apparently took advantage of this gen- 
= uine concern about the public health to bolster their claims of 
= financial loss. William DeZeng, for example, combined a claim 
for a ruined investment with an appeal for a remedy to a public 

= problem. A prominent farmer in the town of Clyde, DeZeng also 
| speculated in real estate bordering the Canal. In order to increase 
the value of his village lots, he had cleared streets between them. 
He claimed in 1828 that because of the faulty construction of 
the canal embankment, water had seeped out of the waterway 
and onto his land, where it formed stagnant pools and flooded 
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streets, making the roads “entirely useless” to the public and 
himself. Admitting his own interest in having the water drained, 
DeZeng insisted that his problems hindered the public as well; 
not only were certain streets impassable, but they were also “in- 
jurious to the health of the inhabitants.” Even if the state did 
not want to protect his investment by draining the land, he 
argued that it still had the unquestionable duty to correct a 
situation that, as a result of the artificial reshaping of the land- 
scape, endangered the health of its citizens. DeZeng berated the 
“studied neglect of every interest relating to the village of Clyde 
by the {Canal} Superintendent and his Agents.” DeZeng’s claim 
provides an early hint of what would become a growing dis- 
trust—and condemnation—~of the state.”° 

In the first decade after the Canal’s completion, though, direct 
criticism of the state was unusual. Most Canal Board petitioners 
maintained faith in the government that had built the trium- 
phant Erie Canal. One of the state’s greatest mandates, they be- 
lieved, was to protect their property rights. In this assumption, 
they had the support of legal decisions and treatises. No longer 
a natural right—one governed by God—property was clearly a 
civil right—-one managed by the state, Writing an encyclopedia 
entry on natural law in 1836, Joseph Story, an influential Su- 
preme Court justice, explained, “[Whatever . . . the origin of 
the right to property, it is.. . now... a creature of civil 
government.” As their appeals to the Canal Board suggest, even 
settlers who arrived in the upstate region before 1817 shared this 
basic understanding. While they often felt very real losses in the 
value of their property, they believed that the state—with proper 
guidance from its citizens—would pursue its artificial remaking 
of the landscape in a just and equitable way. Whether they ap- 
pealed to the state to protect or to promote their property in- 
vestments, they felt that the state had the power to do so—and 
that it would use its power fairly.?! 


By the mid-1830s, the landscape of upstate New York barely 
resembled its earlier appearance, complicating the state’s efforts 
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> promote internal improvements. Largely because of the influ- 
ences of the Erie Canal, New York was now the Empire State. 


With each passing year, more and more western produce flowed 


‘through central New York on its way to the Hudson, helping 


to make New York City the nation’s leading port. The western 
section of the state had been transformed into a thriving com- 


mercial and manufacturing corridor, with its population already 


more thickly settled than that of the Mohawk Valley. The wa- 
_ terway nurtured several of the state’s largest cities, in areas that 


had been swamps or woodlands just decades earlier. Warehouses 
and mills dotted the Canal’s banks, and wheat sprouted where 
formerly pine needles had collected on the forest floor.” 

This prosperity signaled the transformation of the “wilder- 
ness” into “civilization,” and New Yorkers still had reasons to 
believe that they could avoid some of the corruption of older 
civilizations. Theirs seemed to be a land of social mobility, where 
a resident of Rochester could exclaim, “The Labourer feels him- 
self as independent as the Esq‘. we bow our heads to Nothing 
nor Nobody excepting the Lord above & the canal bridges as we 
pass under.” Most white men could continue to aspire to eco- 
nomic independence as well, by mustering the cash either to 
purchase land or to become a workshop master.”° 

With so many visible signs of progress, many New Yorkers 
actively campaigned to make the Erie Canal bigger and, they 
hoped, even better. In 1835, the state passed the Enlargement 
Bill, designed to widen the waterway to seventy feet from forty 
feet and to deepen it to seven feet from four feet (a tripling of 
volume.) By allowing larger boats to travel the waterway, the 
new construction would cut transportation costs even further by 
taking advantage of the economies of scale. It would allow farm- 
ers to market their produce more competitively while also de- 
creasing the price of luxury goods imported from the East. Few 
farmers objected in theory to an enlarged Canal, though they 
certainly hoped the waterway could be widened without dam- 
aging their own buildings and land—property whose market 
value had increased along with the Canal’s success. 

This new Canal would cut through not just a more settled 
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and “civilized” landscape but one that was also much more com- 
plex. In the commercial world that the Canal had helped to 
foster, everything took on a different meaning. When they ap- 
pealed to the state to build them bridges, for example, farmers 
now chose to explain to members of the Canal Board just what 
trespassing implied. Farmers in the 1820s had assumed that 


members of the Canal Board had an implicit understanding of 


the inconvenience of being forced to trespass, so they had not 
elaborated on the term. But in the 1830s farmers began offering 
explicit explanations of the serious economic and legal conse- 
quences of not having their own bridges. Complaining in 1837 
that his farm in Palmyra had been cut in two by the enlarge- 
ment, William Wilcox noted that the nearest canal bridge lay 
across someone else’s land. His neighbor might “at any time 
from whim or Caprice prevent his goeing over his said land thus 
leaving your petitioner without means of access to his said land.” 
Anson Cary argued that when the enlargement divided his 
twenty-acre farm, it forced him to walk over someone else’s land 
to get to a bridge to reach his own property and subjected him 
“to a trespass suit from the Owner who knows his advantages & 
may or will make use of it when he thinks propper to haris me 
untill he brings me to his own terms or one half of its value.” 
Refusing a right-of-way in order to lower a neighbor’s property 
value, Cary explained, “is not very uncommon in these days of 
spekulation.” By forcing a neighbor to sell his land at below- 
market prices, a speculator could purchase the land himself, offer 
potential buyers access to his nearby canal bridge, and then sell 
the land at market value—and at a substantial profit to himself. 
Such caprice and greed, such sharp dealing, made some residents 
long for what they perceived as the less rapacious economic order 
of their earlier lives. 

Yet if they lamented some of the consequences of market ex- 
pansion, farmers did their part in helping to transform the ec- 
onomic landscape. In a region where nothing seemed to carry 
the same meaning anymore, not even a tree was just a tree. When 
construction workers felled trees to clear a path for the enlarged 


; 
n 

i v 
) 

d 

y 

i 


The Politics of Land and Water 97 


Canal, they no longer simply deprived a widow of timber for her 


family’s support. As Abraham Lansing explained to the Canal 
Board, he “grows his trees for the purpose of selling the fruit 


they yield him and not merely for his private use.” Lansing and 


other farmers did not merely sell the fruits of nature; instead, 
they consciously invested in market production. Their trees had 
been grafted to improve their yields. Now farmers complained 
that when the state cut down their trees, it destroyed more than 
their God-given gifts. The loss of such improved trees, farmers 
argued, constituted a greater “damage” than canal appraisers rec- 
ognized; farmers, too, had made commercial investments.” 

Upstate farmers’ active participation in market-oriented pro- 
duction enmeshed them in a complex economic web that made 
international economic crises reverberate on even the most local 
level. A waterway that brought exotic goods to the hinterlands 
also created interdependent credit relationships among a vast net- 
work of economic actors. When financial panics hit the country 
in 1834, 1837, and again in 1839, they exploded New Yorkers’ 
notions of inevitable economic growth. Shortages of cash almost 
halted business activity, casting many farmers back into debt 
and bankrupting others. When international merchants did not 
have cash to pay the forwarding merchant, that entrepreneur 
could not pay the local merchant, who, in turn, could not buy 
the farmers’ apples. Everyone from farmers to speculators began 
to realize that economic mobility could move downward as well 
as upward,”° 

Property owners feared displi down the social ladder, a fear 
that the enlargement project exacerbated. While before they had 
snatched glimpses of what lay below them, now they looked 
more closely at where they could possibly land—and they did 
not like what they saw. By 1840, more—-not fewer—New York- 
ers worked for other people, and the Canal corridor provided 
tangible and daily reminders of this shift. With the start of the 
enlargement project, construction workers again overran the 
landscape, and this time they were more visible. Whereas much 
of the original construction had taken place in wilderness, the 
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work on the enlargement was centered in heavily populated ar- 
eas. And unlike the previous generation of canal diggers, this 
later group occasionally joined together to strike for higher 
wages, reminding residents of the class strife that Americans 
feared would accompany economic growth. If in the 1820s prop- 
erty owners believed that wage laborers would disappear once 
construction came to an end, by the 1830s they had too much 
evidence to the contrary.’ 

Not only did businessmen set up large manufacturing and 
milling establishments right along the Canal’s banks, but the 
operation of the waterway itself required the labor of tens of 
thousands of semiskilled wage earners. The boatmen had replaced 
the original canal diggers, and they seemed no better fit to be- 
come productive members of society than had the construction 
workers. Worse yet, their numbers promised to increase once the 
enlargement was completed and began carrying larger boats re- 
quiring additional hands. By the late 1830s, it became obvious 
that—promises of the Canal’s sponsors notwithstanding—the 
artificial waterway had helped bring into being a more divided 
society, one that even state-funded canal bridges could not 
mend.”° 

As the state’s finances became more strained over time, reach- 
ing a true crisis in the early 1840s, residents of the Canal corridor 
grew increasingly suspicious of the state’s ability to satisfactor- 
ily reconcile competing claims to its resources. This shift in pop- 
ular mood did not arise from doubts about the state’s ability to 
play a useful role in economic development. To the contrary, 
thousands of New Yorkers continued to petition for lateral canals 
that would be poor financial investments for the state but that 
petitioners justified as means to spur local enterprise. People’s 
growing distrust of the state registered instead the fear——espe- 
cially among Jacksonian Democrats—that scheming interests 
might too easily corrupt the state for their own selfish ends. If 
farmers and millers continued to welcome opportunities to par- 
ticipate in an expanded market economy, they came to fear that 
the state favored commercial over agrarian interests and well- 
connected politicos over ordinary citizens.”° 
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While many New Yorkers borrowed the language of the Jack- 


_sonians, political parties in the upstate region tended not to 


entirely share their national leaders’ views on economic devel- 


opment. Andrew Jackson had led the Democrats in opposing 


_ government intervention in the market economy, using his veto 


_ to prevent federal funding of Kentucky's Maysville Road and to 
_ deny the Second Bank of the United States a renewed charter. 


Jacksonians harked back to Jeffersonian notions that the country 
should expend its resources primarily on geographic expansion 
rather than on commercial development. Members of the Whig 
opposition—who portrayed themselves as the “loyal opposition” 
to what they called King Andrew’s abuse of executive power— 
saw government-sponsored internal improvements as crucial to 
the nation’s economic growth and cultural maturation. They bor- 
rowed their ideology in part from the Federalists, while pushing 
the “American System” that was first articulated by Henry Clay 
during John Quincy Adams’s Republican administration in the 
1820s. The American System would encourage American com- 
mercial growth through internal improvements, a national bank- 
ing system, and a protective tariff.*° 

While the second party system of Democrats and Whigs did 
not always follow such neat divisions over policy, the lines 
between them became particularly blurred in regions of the 
country—upstate New York, for example—where internal im- 
provements played such an immediate and direct role in the 
economy. In the Canal corridor, many Whigs opposed federal 
support for internal improvements; if New York had to pay for 
its own transportation system, then so, too, should other states. 
Democrats, for their part, had overseen the building of the orig- 
inal Canal, and they had been in power when the Enlargement 
Bill became law. They did not oppose the expansion of their 
commercial highway, but they would later encourage the state 
to adopt what they saw as more responsible and equitable fiscal 
policies. Political lines in the upstate region were made even 
more murky by the popularity of the Anti-Masonic Party, which 

appealed to voters who distrusted party politics generally.” 
As we have seen, whatever their party affiliation, New Yorkers 
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often used the rhetoric of republicanism when they addressed 
state officials. Yet by the 1830s the meaning of republicanism 
had evolved even beyond the ideas articulated by the Canal’s 
sponsors. After 1825, property owners no longer had an exclusive 
claim on voting rights, thanks to a change in the state consti- 
tution. The deference that DeWitt Clinton had extolled had also 
died; the laborer bowed his head to nobody but God. People still 
spoke of their republican rights, and they still lauded the com- 
mon good or public interest. But to many of them, republican- 
ism had come to mean “fairness.” “Now I ask the State to build 
me a Brige,” demanded one farmer whose lands had been cut in 
two by the enlargement. “{I]}f they say they will not because it 
is there rules, I am a Jackson man & Will Try to Git my rites 
in a free republicking Govrment.” More and more farmers began 
to question whether the government could be trusted to ensure 
those republican rights, their right—as this same farmer put it 
—‘‘to have the State deel farly with me.” *? 

Perhaps because many landowners had begun by the 1830s to 
take the original Canal’s benefits for granted, they ardently pro- 
tested the state’s attempts to deny them compensation for land 
appropriated for the enlargement project. They showed less in- 
clination than they had a decade earlier to accept the appraisers’ 
arguments that the benefits brought by the waterway counter- 
balanced the injuries it caused. Their acceptance of progress had 
led them back to a much earlier understanding of property, one 
in which agricultural land was seen as a natural right. This idea, 
of course, only added fuel to the fire of their republican rhetoric. 
Anson Cary, for example, drew on Patrick Henry’s “Give Me 
Liberty or Give Me Death” speech when he blasted the Canal 
Board for devaluing his farm. “I am wronged, defrauded or give 
it what name you please... ,” he thundered, “from the mistaken 
& delusive Idea of Benefits yet when I prove to [the appraisers} 
my property was Injured $1000 in the Intrisick vallue of it to 
repair this loss they sing the Syrin Song Benefit-Benefit— it is 
crying Peace-Peace where there is no peace.” By borrowing from 
Patrick Henry, Cary did more than associate property rights with 
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natural rights; he also linked the state’s attempts to deny those 
‘tights to the despotism of British kings. The state, in other 
| words, had become the agent of the aristocracy, threatening the 
God-given rights of hardworking men like himself.” 


To Cary, the state had failed at more than protecting his prop- 


erty rights. Rather than treating citizens fairly, the state had 
come to represent the interests of the commercial elite. Cary 


argued that the state favored merchants at the expense of farmers; 
“there is merchants in the Village of Oxford who have Benefited 


= Thousands of dollars who have not had one foot of their land 


injured while the farmer who has had his farm & prospect dis- 
troyed is taxed with benefits . . .” While the Revolutionaries 
had decried taxation without representation, Cary showed dis- 
gust for uncompensated property damage (which amounted to a 
form of indirect taxation) without genuine benefits. Even with- 
out the advantage of hindsight, Cary apparently realized what 
the legal historian Morton Horwitz has pointed out: that a gen- 
uine tax on property values would probably have been a more 
progressive way of funding internal improvements.** 

Since these farmers wanted the state to protect their property 
rights, they probably took little comfort from the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s ruling in the Charles River Bridge case. Although the 
contract issues raised by this well-publicized case did not bear 
directly on their predicament, the Court’s ruling had broader 
implications about the relationship between property rights and 
economic development. In Boston, where the case arose, the im- 
mediate issue was whether the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 


‘could grant a charter to the Warren Bridge Company, even 


though the company’s proposed bridge would compete for busi- 
ness with the Charles River Bridge; the latter company had held 
a state-granted monopoly on traffic over the river since the 
colonial era and argued that Massachusetts should protect that 
privilege. Writing for the majority, Chief Justice Roger B. 
Taney—a Democrat—held that when the privileges conferred 
by corporate charters conflicted with economic development, the 
state could favor development if doing so promoted the “com- 
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mon good” and “progress.” In Massachusetts, the immediate im- 
pact of favoring venture capital actually served people of modest 
means; the competing bridge offered them a cheaper route to 
and from work. But while farmers along New York’s Erie Canal 
also identified their interests with the “common good” and 
“progress,” these landowners had a stake in protecting estab- 
lished property rights—rights they saw as inviolable—since the 
property in question was theirs. They therefore adopted the lan- 
guage of the “common good” in their appeals to the state, but 
they saw that good as being intimately connected with their own 
property investments.*° 

Farmers increasingly distrusted the state’s commitment to 
their visions of the common good in part because canal appraisers 
made damage assessments with a merchant’s view of the world, 
one that assumed that property’s worth lay in its potential as a 
commercial site or a speculative investment. They failed, in 
Cary’s words, to consider the “intrinsic” value of the land, the 
property's productive worth. As a seventy-eight-year-old farmer 
who would have been twelve years old when Patrick Henry 
stirred the American public with his rousing words, Anson Cary 
may not have been completely typical in how he defined pro- 
perty’s value. But other farmers, including those who actively 
engaged in commercial farming, shared his sense that the state 
favored merchants over producers. © 

Abraham and Levinus Lansing, for example, did not just com- 
plain that the state’s appraisers failed to recognize a grafted fruit 
tree when they saw it. They also argued that the state’s more 
general definition of “benefits” demonstrated an eagerness to pro- 
mote mercantile activity over agriculture. In assessing the dam- 
age awards owed the Lansings, the state’s appraisers had ruled 
that the farmers stood to accrue benefits outweighing any dam- 
age done, and thus the state owed them no remuneration. The 
appraisers reasoned that the farmers’ remaining land, now bor- 
dering on a newly built lock, had appreciated in value because 
it offered an ideal site for tavern stands to serve boatmen and 
travelers. Although the Lansings’ land had been damaged for 
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farming, their chosen and established occupation, it was arguably 


greatly enhanced as commercial real estate. The appraisers em- 
_ phasized the land’s commercial potential over its past productive 
capabilities. Most farmers did not object to the marketing rev- 


olution per se, but they did object to the ways in which it seemed 


_ ever more likely to encourage trading and speculation over the 
_ growing of crops or the raising of livestock.** 


No one felt more strongly about this issue than the farmers 


of Dansville in Livingston County. Although the original Canal 


had bypassed their town altogether, in the late 1830s the state 
had completed the lateral Genesee Valley Canal, a branch of 
which ran three-quarters of a mile from the center of their vil- 
lage. For years, the residents of Dansville petitioned first the 
legislature and then the Canal Board to remedy their lack of 
access to the lateral waterway. They offered to bear the cost of 
constructing a channel to that canal if the state would secure 
them a right-of-way to the land. Adopting the language of 
Jacksonian Democracy, they argued that the interests of the 
“many” ——żheir interests—should take priority over the interests 
of the “few.” They couched their own interests in terms of the 
common good. Meanwhile, the “few” had seen opportunity in 
the villagers’ misfortune. Speculators purchased the land that lay 
between the village and the feeder to the Genesee Valley Canal, 
hoping that the village would expand toward the canal in order 
to take full advantage of its trading opportunities. Were that to 
happen, the market value of property that lay between the town 
and the canal could be expected to appreciate greatly. In order 
to protect their investments, these speculators refused to grant a 
right-of-way through their property, even though the farmers 
had already dug a slip to within a few hundred yards of the 
lateral canal.>’ 

When the farmers of Dansville brought their claim to the 
legislature in 1844, the assembly voted in favor of a bill granting 
them a right-of-way. But the bill did not pass the senate, and 
so did not become law. As it happened, Senator Faulkner, the 
state senator from Dansville, owned a portion of the land in 
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question. According to the Albany Evening Atlas, he convinced 
some of his colleagues to vote against the bill and, as a result, 
the measure lost by a narrow margin. In this case, the farmers 
of Dansville could not trust even their own representative to 
avoid the temptations of greed. 

The farmers now made their dissatisfaction known through 
action rather than rhetoric. When the state twice sent workers 
to fill in the farmers’ slip, the villagers drove them away with 
raised shovels and spades. After the second rebuff, according to 
the Atlas, the farmers “proceeded to aggression, and assembling 
some three hundred strong, cut through the corner lots of the 
Senator, and made a union between the canal and their basin 
and slip.” The newspaper labeled the farmers’ actions “a riot.” 
When the citizens of Dansville realized that all the rhetoric in 
the world could not make the state fulfill its mandate to repre- 
sent what they saw as the common good, they took the law into 
their own hands. The state might need them to build its artificial 
river, but they did not need the state to build theirs.*® 
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Two years after the Dansville riot, the Democratic-controlled 
legislature issued a 866-page report outlining the frauds that 
state employees had committed while managing the Canal’s con- 
struction and maintenance. These deceptions usually involved 
state employees and contractors charging the government for 
work they did not perform or could have performed more eff- 
ciently. Very much aware of such dishonest deals on the local 
level (deals that tempted members of all political parties), many 
New Yorkers submitted lengthy petitions to the Canal Board 
demanding that the state official in charge of their section of the 
Canal be dismissed. Evidence of widespread dishonesty, designed 
to line the pockets of men who had gotten their jobs through 
political patronage in the first place, only increased farmers’ per- 
ceptions that the state disregarded their interests in favor of the 
wealthy and powerful. Many small landowners had come to see 
the state’s failures as moral in nature.*? 
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When they pointed to the state’s moral failings, most Canal 
- Board petitioners concentrated on what they called violations of 


_ the public trust. These New Yorkers’ willingness to'risk offend- 
ing the very officials whom they sought to persuade suggests 
that they may well have believed what they said. Such harsh 
rhetoric also reflects a more widespread decline in deference- 
based politics, but even so it is telling that people took the risk 
of insulting the state officials who most easily wielded imme- 
diate, tangible power over their lives. It is one thing to say that 
a Presidential candidate won office through a “corrupt bargain,” 
as Jackson’s supporters accused Adams of doing in 1824. It is 
quite another issue to insult the person charged with the re- 
sponsibility of making sure that canal water does not destroy 
your crops, especially since a certain amount of canal damage was 
known to result from neglect and even vandalism.” 

Even if we remain skeptical of the farmers’ rhetoric and assume 
that they chose to couch their claims in moral terms to 
strengthen their appeals for policies in which they held a self- 
interest, their rhetoric is nonetheless revealing. Their insistence 
that the government maintain a certain moral standard in a time 
of market expansion suggests a great deal about their broader 
conceptions of the state’s obligations to its citizens. Whether or 
not they genuinely believed their own words, property owners 
cast their Canal Board claims in logic that they thought state 
officials would find compelling. 

Levinus and Abraham Lansing were among those who used a 
combination of harsh language and moral reasoning in their at- 
tempts to win greater compensation for their damaged land. 
When the state argued that their land now held increased value 
as a potential tavern stand, the Lansings retorted that they did 
not want to open businesses, and surely, they insisted, not busi- 
nesses profiting from “immorality.” Taverns sold alcohol, which 
was consumed in tremendous amounts by antebellum Americans. 
Yet in reaction to what one historian has called the “alcoholic 
republic,” other antebellum Americans considered the consump- 
tion of alcohol, and certainly its sale, a vice. “At the present 
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day,” Levinus Lansing contended, “it seems a libel upon the 
character of the State to say that a tipling shop is such a benefit 
to an individual or to a community that the State ought to 
compel persons to resort to the establishment of such places of 
immorality & vice to get pay for the land taken from them for 
the use of the public.” While we have no way of knowing 
whether the Lansings truly believed that taverns were immoral, 
they did make their claim near the peak of the antebellum tem- 
perance campaigns. Either they truly believed that the state 
should not encourage immoral behavior, or they thought that 
state officials would be swayed ay an appeal to their responsi- 
bility to uphold public morality.“ 

The state risked further violating its PE A some property 
owners argued, by ignoring democratic judicial procedures for 
determining individuals’ claims for damage awards. One resident 
complained that the state appraisers had “made themselves both 
the witnesses and the judges”; another that “the benefits (if any) 
are merely a matter of speculation & fancy”; and still another 
that “the privilege of being heard in defending individual right 
seems to be guaranteed by the laws and Constitution of our 
Country .. .” Ephraim Beach similarly protested what he saw 
as an abuse of official power. Not only did the state “arbitrarily” 
take his property; its agents awarded more in damages to his 
neighbors than to him. “I am but a single individual upon one 
side, claiming nothing but Justice & equity from the great State 
of New York upon the other,” Beach pleaded. “I appeal to you 
with great confidence; that you will not suffer the imputation to 
exist; that the State of New York, because she had the power, 
deprived an individual of his property, leaving him remediless 
and without adequate compensation.” The state had an obliga- 
tion to treat its citizens equally under the law and to grant its 
citizens due process. Since American governments were by def- 
inition governments of the people, they could be accused of noth- 
ing worse than abusing their power over their citizens.“ 

Few seerned to doubt that the state had a right to appropriate 


. property for a project that served the common good; legal prec- 
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edent amply supported the right of eminent domain. But prop- 


‘erty owners did insist that the state follow through on its 
obligation, also legally mandated, to compensate them fairly for 


their economic losses. Jacob Sanders, who had bought land along 


_ the Canal in Schenectady expecting to rent it to merchants, had 
his land appropriated for the Canal enlargement. In 1841 he 
declared that he could not “conceive why individual property 


should be appropriated for the use of the State, and great damage 


_ caused thereby and not the least compensation allowed .. .” This 
uncompensated appropriation of land went against Sanders’s view 


of how political economy should work, prompting him to add 
in disgust that “if this is public justice he would hereafter crave 
to be delivered from it.” 

People who hoped to use their land for agricultural purposes 
felt even more strongly. Some individuals, particularly members 
of the Democratic Party, began to argue that the state could no 
longer be crusted to regulate internal improvements. In 1846, 
the Rochester Daily Democrat reported that the state had appro- 
priated water from the Genesee River for use in the Erie Canal, 
which deprived local millers of an essential source of power to 
run their mills. The newspaper’s editor accused the state of “one 
of the most outrageous acts of oppression ever known in a coun- 
try not an absolute despotism.” Democrats throughout the coun- 
try used such vigorous language to show their disapproval for 
the government’s seemingly inequitable intervention in eco- 
nomic development. In the Canal corridor, many Democratic 
farmers adopted this language despite their firm belief that the 
state had a valuable role to play in internal improvements. If 
they sometimes used the language of laissez-faire, it was because 
they believed the government itself had been corrupted.“ 

Some New Yorkers sensed that the state had violated its man- 
date not just by favoring the wealthy and well-connected but 
also by failing to follow through on its more general commit- 
ment to use internal improvements to promote its citizens’ wel- 
fare. Property owners’ distrust of the state government increased 
after the Democrats cut back on canal spending in a process that 
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culminated in the 1842 “Stop and Tax” law. With this law, the 
legislature halted further work on internal improvements until 
adequate funds could be raised through taxation to support the 
work. Under severe financial stress, state officials decided that 
they could no longer finance internal improvements through 
loans, as they had done up to this point. Given the burden of 
the debt, the legislature voted to place property taxes on resi- 
dents throughout the state to fund improvement projects. In 
theory, small property owners along the Canal’s banks should 
have welcomed this shift in policy. In their eyes, they had been 
unduly “taxed” for the Canal all along, and the new law prom- 
ised to spread the burden more broadly. 

While most newspapers in the region endorsed the new policy, 
believing it necessary to maintain the state’s solvency, they did 
not always speak for those who lived directly on the waterway’s 
banks. These property owners objected not to the “tax” part of 
the bill but to its “stop” provision. For them, the abrupt stop 
in improvements caused them to lose additional faith in the 
state’s willingness to meet its obligations to its citizens. Once 
the state began making changes in the landscape, it needed to 
carry through on them. If not, then, like Jacob Sanders, these 
residents would crave to be delivered from public justice, not 
because they doubted the state’s ability to play a beneficial role 
in the economy but because they had misgivings about its abil- 
ities to be just.” 

Internal improvements were not supposed to disappear as 
quickly as they had sprung up. From the outset, the Canal’s 
promoters had bragged about the durability and permanence of 
its structures. And in the intervening decades, the artificial river 
had in many respects become part of the natural topography. 
Having already had their property “injured” by the original and 
enlarged canals, some upstaters now faced new disruptions with 
the state’s financial cutbacks. In 1838, for example, the owner 
of a grist mill near the Champlain Canal had expended $3,000 
on repairs. In the early 1840s, when the canal commissioners 
removed the dam that fed his mill, he complained that he “was 
under the impression supported by the opinion of all [my} neigh- 
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bors, that the big dam would never be abandoned . . .” Accord- 


ing to the miller, the state had the obligation to keep the dam 


in repair to protect his investment as well as those of his neigh- 
bors. When millers depending on water from the Fort Miller 


Dam heard that the state intended to discontinue its use, they 
argued that “mills would not have been erected. . . if the owners 
had supposed that the Feeder would have Ever Closed up, by the 
State . . .” When they made material investments based on the 
artificial reshaping of the landscape, when they did what the scate 
encouraged them to do by building the Canal, many New York: 
ers thought they had struck a bargain with the state.*° 
William Adams had literally done so. Instead of demanding 
damages for his farmland that the state appropriated for the en 
largement project, Adams agreed to give the state the property 
in exchange for certain improvements to his remaining land. The 
state had consented to dig a ditch for him and to clean out the 
canal bed near his property. Rather than living up to his end of 
the deal, Adams charged, the state engineer intentionally ne- 
glected his duties and used the state’s weak financial circum- 
stances as an excuse for “this evasive break of . . . agreement on 
the part of the State [that] has destroyed my property and turned 
it into a nuisance.” The state, Adams continued, “was wrong, 
rich or poor, so to use my release [of property rights} and I want 
this corrected. It is my right that it should be.” He then argued 
that the state, as much as any individual, had an obligation to 
live up to its agreements, regardless of its financial strains.“ 
Like the well-dressed young man who did not follow through 
on his agreement to buy Alexander Coventry’s horse, the state, 
too, had turned out to be something other than what it first 
appeared. When property owners initially embraced the artificial 
changes in the landscape, they thought those changes would 
themselves be immutable. Instead, from their point of view, the 
state had continued its triumph over the landscape, now destroy- 
ing productive agrarian property in favor of mercantile ventures. 
They began to distrust the state because, in a world of competing 
interests, the state seemed more often an adversary than an ally. 
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The Politics 
of Business 


M© RESIDENTS of the Canal corridor, including some of 
the same people disappointed by the handling of their 
claims for property damage, turned to the state as a powerful 
advocate in their quest for individual commercial opportunity. 
The Canal Board decided far more than whether to compensate 
its citizens for appropriated and damaged land. As a result, New 
Yorkers expended a great deal of energy attempting to persuade 
state officials that the Canal should run through their town, that 
the toll collector’s office should be located in the building next 
to their tavern, or that the toll should be lowered on the type of 
broom handles they sent to market. Intent on winning. govern- 
ment sponsorship of policies that served their personal ends, 
businessmen argued that their commercial success bore an inti- 
mate connection to the state’s well-being. 

A wide range of people made their living from commerce. 
The wives of canal diggers, for example, peddled cakes to work- 
ers, while children jumped from canal boat to canal boat selling 
apples or pears. Farmers, many of whom did not share the Lan- 
sings’ qualms, set up grog shops along the Canal. Others relied 
on commercial transactions to sell their crops in distant markets. 
But the term “businessmen” will be applied here to a more select 
group of people, those whose prime economic activity involved 
providing goods that they had neither grown nor made them- 
selves in exchange for money (or for credit calculated in monetary 
terms), Still, a variety of people (almost exclusively males) fit this 
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“designation. The owner of a small grocery store found himself 


in quite different circumstances from a forwarding merchant, 


who took care of storing, shipping, and reselling goods. Some of 
these commercial merchants controlled tremendous amounts of 
capital. They also employed clerks and agents, who made their 
living from commerce but who did not directly control any 
_ capital—should these men be viewed as businessmen or workers? 
Complicating matters further, it was not unusual for the same 


person to hold several commercial occupations during his life- 


time, starting as a clerk, buying a share in a small grocery, and 


moving on to become a large commercial merchant." 

Whatever the particulars of their circumstances, most of the 
upstate businessmen who addressed the Canal Board articulated 
their arguments in ways that were consistent with Whig ideol- 
ogy. While we only occasionally know their actual political af- 
filiations, we can draw generalizations about the language they 
chose to use. Although upstate Democrats and Whigs alike 
tended to support economic progress through government inter- 
vention, they nonetheless imagined a different sort of social or- 
der. Instead of joining the Democrats in seeing society as divided 
into the “many” and the “few”—the powerless and the pow- 
erful—the Whigs tended to see a harmony among society's dif- 
ferent interests. They envisioned a political economy that would 
produce an “aristocracy of nature’”—a group of talented and vir- 
tuous men whose economic success and moral rectitude made 
them well positioned to make decisions for those below them on 
the social ladder. Whig entrepreneurs, like Democratic farmers, 
tended to make claims based on the sanctity of established prac- 
tices (their “vested rights”), and they, too, emphasized that their 
personal interests were consistent with the common good. But 
what emerged over time were distinct notions of what the “com- 


= mon good” actually meant.? 


From the very beginning, state officials faced the persistent 
challenge of allocating canal resources fairly. Before DeWitt 
Clinton poured his barrel of Lake Erie water into New York 
Harbor in 1825, New York State businessmen had joined farm- 


The Politics of Business 113 
II2 The Artificial River 

ers in making clear that they expected the state to fulfill ita 
promises that the artificial waterway would spread opportunity 
and prosperity throughout the entire state. While the Canal’ 
promoters acknowledged that the waterway would bestow its 
benefits primarily on people living within twenty miles of the 
Canal, upstate residents suspected that benefits would be dis. 
tributed more narrowly. They knew that canal towns would at 
tract business away from those located off the waterway, and that 
one town’s good fortune might be another’s misfortune. These 
businessmen expressed strong support for the Canal project, but 
they jostled for equal opportunities to profit from the remapped 
landscape.? 

Unhappy with the way the Canal had changed the geography 
of the upstate region, the towns of Rome and Schenectady tried 
to counter the “universal jubilation” of the Grand Celebration 
of 1825. As the celebratory flotilla made its way from Buffalo to 
New York City, it was to dock at thirty towns, where local 
celebrations were to honor it. After months of planning, the 
celebration got off to a prompt start and for three days met 
with exuberant receptions. When the celebratory flotilla reached 
Rome on the fourth day, though, the celebration took a twist 
the Canal sponsors could hardly have anticipated. Mocking the 
planned “wedding of the waters” ceremony, the residents of 
Rome staged a funeral instead. Citizens dressed in military uni- 


tady what the “exertions of art” could achieve. In the years lead- 
ing up to the construction of the Erie Canal, both towns owed 
much of their prosperity to improvements in the natural land- 
scape. Rome was located on a two-mile canal built in the 1790s 
by the Western Inland Lock Navigation Company. The black 
barrel emptied by the citizens of Rome contained water from 
that old canal. By staging their mock funeral (a traditional sym- 
bolic gesture of loyal opposition in England), the people of Rome 
' protested that the artificial river, rather than passing directly 
through their town’s center, passed half a mile away. Rome's 
advantageous location on the older canal no longer counted for 
much, as the town stood to lose much of its commercial activity 
to neighboring towns directly on the new Canal. Schenectady 
faced a similar problem, having been the eastern terminus of the 
navigable portion of the Mohawk River. The town had long been 
a commercial hub and boat-building center, but the Erie Canal 
produced economic rivals to its east and west. Schenectady would 
lose its status as a transportation center to Albany, while for- 
feiting much of its boat-building business to western towns 
closer to sources of cheap lumber. For residents of Rome and 
Schenectady, the Canal seemed to close more opportunities than 
it opened.’ 
While Rome and Schenectady turned to symbolic protest, 
other towns made their discontent known through more official 


; at i s channels. Seeing how the Canal promised to help certain loca- 
forms (a symbol of their patriotism) headed the procession, while tions at the expense of their own, New Yorkers appealed to the 


ma E E E a a PN of the = government for water connections to the main Canal. The village 
Erie Canal, they poured out water from a batrel painted black =- of Manlius, for example, was located four miles south of the Erie 


-acair more appropriate for eommemorting a death this Canal, and its residents petitioned for permission to build a con- 
marriage. Yet after completing this solemn ceremony, according necting canal with money they would raise themselves. As a 
to the Grand Celebration’s official diarist, the residents of Rome resident explained in 1825 

bd 


“in quick time . . . put aside their ill humor, and joined with 

heart and hand” in celebrating the Canal’s completion. The cel- 

ebratory flotilla then continued on its way, meeting enthusiastic 

crowds everywhere but in Schenectady, where its reception was | 

“grave.” i 
No one knew better than the citizens of Rome and Schenec- 


The inhabitants of our village are wide awake for making 
a side cut from the main Canal to this place . . . which if 
done I think will be the making of this village, it is getting 
to be rather dull times with us here in consequence of our 
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situation with respect to the canal, neither on it nor far 
enough from it not to feel that those immediately upon its 
banks have a decided superiority over us in the transactions 
of most kinds of mercantile speculations—but if we succeed 
in getting our side cut we think that we shall still be able 
to cope with our neighboring villages on the canal. 


The citizens of Danube argued in that same year that the state 
should build them a connector to the Canal because “our want 
of participation in the benefits, not to mention our silent suffer- 
ings on account of the Erie Canal, furnish us with strong and 
unquestionable claims upon the attention and munificence of the 
state.” Although the Erie Canal caused the residents of Manlius 
and Danube to “suffer,” their solutions were to demand from 
the state another canal; they did not shun progress but rather 
wanted to have equal access to the “mercantile speculations” it 
promised. For the first decade of the canal era, towns across the 
state made similar appeals to state officials and met with mixed 
success.® 

They continued to push the government for new canals be- 
cause they knew that such waterways would bring prosperity. 
The banks of the Canal and its tributaries, as the state’s apprais- 
ers pointed out, made ideal locations for small businesses— 
groceries, taverns, supply stores—serving boat workers and pas- 
sengers. Meanwhile, settlers turned to canalside merchants for 
the basic tools and supplies needed to clear their land. Finding 
that other merchants in Rochester could not keep up with farm- 
ers’ demands for axes, Horace Wheeler began importing axes 
from New Hampshire in 1825. And just as a New Hampshire 
ax maker needed a merchant like Wheeler to sell his tools in 
western settlements, western farmers needed merchants to sell 
their produce in distant markets. After chopping down their 
trees and planting wheat among the stumps, farmers shipped 
their surplus grain eastward to where it could be sold to indus- 
trial laborers who did not have the land or time to grow their 
own food. But how could a farmer near Rochester sell his wheat 
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to industrial laborers in Lowell, Massachusetts, or even Man- 


chester, England? The wheat had to pass through many hands. 
It had to be purchased, stored, milled, perhaps stored again, 


shipped, and sold once it reached port—all of which involved 


businessmen, including local merchants, millowners, commercial 
merchants, and forwarders. Warehouses and storefronts soon 
lined the Canal; in many towns the artificial river replaced the 
main street as the principal thoroughfare. The facades of new 
buildings overlooked the Canal rather than the streets that ran 
beside it.’ 

To established and aspiring merchants, the possibilities 
opened by the Canal might have seemed endless. Each week's 
newspaper brought a new report of the immense quantities of 
produce being shipped on the Canal, even before the entire wa- 
terway had been completed. Nathaniel Rochester rejoiced over 
the “stupendious canal” with its “immense quantity of produce. 
The young merchant Henry Cole reported in 1821, “Utica is 
now very busy—Navigation on the ‘Big Ditch’ is the order of 
the day.” Some even gloated that canal towns had taken on the 
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Syracuse, like many other upstate communities, grew up along the Erie Canal, 
which served as its main thoroughfare 
(John W. Barber and Henry Howe, Historical Collections of the State of New York, 1841, 
Columbia County Historical Society, Kinderhook, New York) 


116 The Artifuial River 


appearance of seaports, with their abundance of shipping and 
mercantile establishments.® 

Upstate businessmen rushed to take advantage of these new 
opportunities. They displayed an almost frantic enthusiasm for 
beating out others to secure prime real estate along the Canal. 
In 1822, Lyman Spalding, a twenty-two-year-old merchant, re- 
solved to seek his fortune along the new waterway. Spalding and 
his partner had run a successful grocery store in Canandaigua for 
two years. Located at the northern tip of Canandaigua Lake (one 
of New York’s Finger Lakes), the town by the same name was 
home to a Seneca Indian village until the Revolutionary Army 
destroyed it in 1779. Resurrected shortly thereafter as the ad- 
ministrative center of the 8,600,000-acre Phelps and Gorham 
land purchase, in 1789 Canandaigua became the seat of Ontario 
County. The construction of a turnpike through town in 1804 
clinched Canandaigua’s reputation as a promising site for 
business, attracting young men like Spalding to try their luck 
in the flourishing town. But then the state officials decided that 
the Erie Canal should pass about thirteen miles to the north, 
and the town’s citizens desperately appealed to the government 
for a canal to connect them to the main waterway. If the state 
would not pay for the proposed canal, then the people living 
along its route would finance it. They assured legislators that 
although they did not have much money, they could muster 
plenty of labor and food to support the undertaking. The leg- 
islature rejected their offer. Lyman Spalding and his partner 
soon found that more and more goods sat unsold on their 
shelves.’ 

Spalding lost no time proposing to an acquaintance that they 
join forces to set up a forwarding business in Rochester. That 
town, he thought, “will stand superior to any other place west 
of Albany.” Spalding urged his friend to decide quickly, since 
“in case of making an establishment it is important that a scite 
should be secured—this can now be done to advantage.” Spal- 
ding inserted the word “now” apparently as an afterthought, as 
if he realized that he should make explicit the need for a speedy 
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decision. When his plans in Rochester did not pan out, Spalding 
hurried to scout out more modest possibilities in the new village 
of Lockport. He loaded two wagons with goods, left his partner 
to tend the store in Canandaigua, and set out for the Canal’s 
banks. After brisk early sales there fulfilled his expectations, 
Spalding and his partner packed up their remaining goods, 
boarded up their Canandaigua store, and resettled in Lockport. 
Although Spalding’s capital was limited, he soon discovered 
what other young merchants would learn as well: those who did 
not have much capital could often find other people who were 
more eager to invest money than time. Once Spalding’s business 
began to flourish in Lockport, a cousin of his wrote to him ob- 
serving that “Lockport must be at present a verry money making 
place . . .” Keen to take advantage of the growth in the new 
town, the cousin mused that if he “could make an arrangement 
with you to employ a considerable sum so as to realize as much 
as about 20 percent it would suit my pocket very well.” 
Lockport, as the name suggests, was a creation of the canal 
era. As late as the summer of 1821, only three families lived in 
the area that would become the town. Six months later, 337 
families had moved permanently to the new village. (The census 
takers excluded canal laborers from that total.) Lockport grew at 
a tremendous rate, with a settled population of 3,007 by 1825. 
A visitor in that same year saw 


the canal—the locks—stone and frame houses—log- 
buildings—handsome farms—warehouses—grist-mills— 
waterfalls——barbers’ shops——bustle and activity-——waggons, 
with ox-teams and horse teams—hotels—thousands of tree 
stumps, and people burning and destroying them—carding 
machines—tanneries—cloth works—tinplate factories— 
taverns—churches. 


This scene led him to exclaim, “What a change in four short 
years from a state of wilderness.” Lockport would soon grow into 
one of the largest upstate cities. But when Lyman Spalding 
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moved there in the fall of 1822, he was among the first to risk 
opening a business in a town that had been created by, and that 
depended for its prosperity on, the Erie Canal. The young mer- 
chant’s friends applauded his decision. Upon hearing of Spal- 
ding’s relocation, for example, A. W. Howe declared, “I must 
my Dear Friend congratulate you on leaving old Canandaigua 
for I think for us young folks we shall find a little better pickings 
on the confines of the great ditch!"""! 

When one merchant raised his glass at a Canal celebration to 
toast the “artificial rivers of wealth, which flow, but never ebb,” 
he touched the core of merchants’ jubilant expectations for the 
canal era. But while many aspiring merchants shared this enthu- 
siasm, they did not always fare as well as Lyman Spalding. The 
increasing use of commission agents, or middlemen, could make 
life difficult for shopkeepers, local merchants who traded directly 
with small-scale producers. These agents collected produce from 
several local merchants at a time, and would generally store it 
in warehouses until they had collected enough to fill an entire 
boat. Shopkeepers often disagreed with them over the terms of 
storage; they worried that perishable items would sit in the 
warehouses for too long and that their quality would decline 
before reaching New York City. As the owners of the produce, 
they would suffer if the goods rotted before reaching market. 
They depended on middlemen, a relationship they frequently 
lamented.'? 

Business could be difficult for commercial merchants, too. A 
commercial merchant’s prosperity rested greatly on speculation, 
which favored merchants with considerable amounts of capital. 
Commercial merchants purchased goods outright and then 
rushed to get them to market before their market value dropped. 
With the vagaries of international markets, the fluctuation in 
market prices could earn—-or cost-—-merchants huge sums of 
_ money. Jamie Archbald’s speculations on wheat and then lumber 

had both failed by 1824, so he turned his attention to the more 
modest enterprise of opening up an “ice house” along the Canal, 
where he sold eggs, milk, and ice cream to passersby. A. W. 
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Howe, for his part, did not join his friend Lyman Spalding in 
his frantic endeavor to find canalside property. “I can assure 
_ you,” he noted in 1823, “it is hard for a young man to establish 
himself in business at the present time without a pretty large 
capital, and that I cannot command at present, and I must re- 
= main in the capacity of a clerk untill my fund is sufficiently 
increased to ennable me to commence business on a decent 


scale.” Yet despite their inability to take full advantage of busi- 
ness opportunities created by the Canal, neither Archbald nor 
Howe gave up the idea that the waterway nurtured business 
opportunities from which they would be able to profit. Archbald 
switched from middleman to local merchant, while Howe bided 
his time until he, too, could take up business along the artificial 
river.” 

Just as merchants believed that greater economic opportunities 
existed in communities along the Canal, they assumed that cer- 
tain businesses benefited from proximity to canal-related struc- 
tures such as collectors’ offices (tollhouses), locks, basins, and city 
bridges. Merchants coveted land next to such structures. While 
the toll collector and his assistants examined a boat and its cargo, 
the boat’s crew and passengers visited neighboring stores and 
taverns. “At almost every lock and water place through the whole 
rout,” noted one traveler in 1843, “there are from 3 to 6 grog- 
geries, and all these for the benefit of the travelling public .. . 
‘Rum, Gin, Brandy, Wine, Beer, Cider, Bread, Milk, and Gro- 
ceries, meet the eye every few miles . . .” While other local 
residents complained about the rowdy crowds that gathered at 
the locks, store owners eagerly awaited the arrival of boats. 
Freight boats carrying passengers were an especially welcome 
sight, since the emigrants on board had to supply their own food 
and often replenished it along the way. Tavern keepers served 
hot meals as well as drinks to passengers and boat workers. These 


customers did not want to stray far when they went ashore, eager 


to keep an eye on their boats for fear of having their belongings 
stolen or of being left behind.“ 
The government further influenced merchants’ prosperity 
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when it collected tolls on produce, goods, and passengers. The 
state did not intend for the Erie Canal to be a revenue-raising 
venture, but nevertheless assessed tolls to pay off the waterway's 
construction debt, to support its operation and maintenance, and 
to pay for lateral canals to satisfy the demands of communities 
that had been bypassed by the waterway. State officials as well 

"as merchants recognized that tolls—much like national tariffs— 
affected the marketability of goods as well as the development 
of manufacturing. Higher tolls led to higher—and therefore less 
competitive—market prices, which influenced the demand for a 
particular raw material or manufactured item. An increase in the 
toll on flour, for example, might encourage merchants in New 
York City to buy from Pennsylvania millers instead. Local pro- 
ducers, however, might benefit from increased tolls on manufac- 
tured goods. If the toll on axes went up, then a Rochester ax 
maker could raise his prices and still undersell a New Hampshire 
manufacturer, which made the ax-making business a more de- 
sirable enterprise. 

That the state chose to levy different tolls on different 
freight—rather than simply applying a universal toll based on 
weight—reflected its interest in promoting the development of 
certain crops and industries. To see a telling example, New York- 
ers had only to look at the state’s efforts to protect its invest- 
ments in the salt manufactories near Syracuse. Many upstaters, 
in fact, complained about the market implications of the high 
tolls on foreign, but not domestic, salt. As a result, western 
farmers—who used large quantities of salt for meat-packing and 
who generally preferred the coarseness of foreign salt—purchased 
far greater amounts of domestic salt because of the state’s tin- 
kering with market forces.’ 

Few businessmen objected in principle to the state’s regulation 
of the market. These men had ardently supported the Canal from 
the beginning, and could only have welcomed DeWitt Clinton’s 
reminder in 1828 that the Canal’s purpose was “to augment the 
general opulence, to animate all the springs of industry and ex- 
ertion, and to bring home to every man’s door an easy and ec- 
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onomical means of access to the most advantageous places of sale 
and purchase.” Yet they also saw how proximity to the Canal 
brought boom and distance brought bust, how low toll rates 
“meant market advantage and high toll rates, market disadvan- 
tage. Thousands of New Yorkers tried to hold the state to its 


pledge to distribute the Canal’s prosperity as equitably as pos- 
sible. Like the citizens of Danube, they did not think they should 
have to suffer while others profited from the Canal. One group 
of petitioners interested in the lumber trade along the Champlain 
Canal, for example, complained in 1828 about the state’s deci- 
sion to put a higher toll in effect on their canal two months 
earlier than on the Erie. The petitioners “perceive[d] no good 
reason for this discrimination.”'® 

Businessmen, like farmers, expected the state to adhere to 
their view of its moral obligations to its citizens. Some argued 
that these obligations should mirror the obligations of individ- 
uals to one another. Complaining about the state’s method of 
calculating the weight of boats’ cargoes, representatives from sev- 
eral forwarding companies argued that “transactions between the 
public and individuals should be conducted in the same fair and 
equitable principles that like transactions between individuals 
would be.” Especially as the Canal economy grew more compli- 
cated after 1835 with the enlargement project, businessmen be- 
gan articulating a more precise set of moral imperatives, one that 
tied them ever more closely to the state." 


The enlargement project brought a rash of petitions appealing 
to the state’s moral obligation to protect as well as promote its 
citizens’ commercial investments. While designed primarily to 
widen and deepen the waterway, the enlargement also involved 
minor rerouting of the Canal to improve navigation. Especially 
since bigger boats would make their way along the broadened 
waterway, sections of the Canal’s original route were too winding 
or otherwise treacherous. Even with the best intentions, the state 
would have been unable to protect all the private investments 
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that had been made along the Canal’s original route. Still, 
though, thousands of New Yorkers petitioned the Canal Board 
to live up to its citizens’ “faith in the stability of the public 
works.” They tried to persuade the state to retain the original 
route of the Canal where it bordered on their property, or at a 
minimum to compensate property owners along abandoned por- 
tions of the older route. Even New Yorkers who wanted a change 
in the route—so that it would run through their bypassed 
towns—acknowledged that the state had an obligation to try, 
whenever possible, to protect investments already made.'® 

To reroute the Canal away from a town was a serious affair, 
which state officials recognized. In the 1835 law authorizing the 
enlargement of the waterway, legislators had included a clause 
stipulating that “nothing in this section shall authorise the {ca- 
nal} board to abandon the present canal through cities or vil- 
lages” even when it did not seem advisable to enlarge the Canal 
along its original route. Instead, the board should maintain the 
old route as an “independent canal”—~or a small section of canal 
separate from, but linked to, the enlarged Canal. The canal com- 
missioners’ annual report to the legislature in 1836, the first year 
of the enlargement project, describes two decisions reached by 
the board regarding the Canal’s route. In the first case, the board 
decided that it had compelling reasons to alter the Canal’s course 
over a distance of four miles: the new route required three fewer 
locks, which would greatly increase the speed of navigation while 
reducing the cost of lock-tending. These changes, in other words, 
served the larger public interest. But in the other case, the board 
decided not to abandon an old canal route because 


the idea . . . of abandoning about thirteen miles of the 
present canal, where the damages to private property had 
been assessed and paid, where farms were arranged, build- 
ings erected, private investments made, and business estab- 
lishments created in reference to the canal, was calculated 
to make strong impressions against so material a change. 
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Citizens had made their investments based on the assumption 
that the Canal route would be permanent, an idea that made a 
“strong impression” indeed on state officials.' 

In situations when it had to choose between providing equal 
opportunities to towns off the Canal and maintaining its implied 
contract with towns on the Canal, the government’s stated policy 
was to honor its contracts. When a legislative committee inves- 

tigated the request by a group from Schoharie and Greene coun- 
ties to reroute the enlargement through their towns, for example, 
the committee found the petitioners’ arguments persuasive. But 
the committee felt that its quasi-legal obligations pulled them 
in another direction. The government, the members wrote, had 


no wish or desire to disturb the present settled policy of 
the State regarding the Erie canal, or its present location, 
the contemplated alteration of the same by the Canal Com- 
missioners in its enlargement, nor with the numerous 
public and private interests connected therewith. These 
propositions they consider as established; as sacred; and in 
conformity with the good faith of the State to all parties 
concerned. 


When the state decided on a canal route, it made a “sacred” — 
almost a religious or moral—promise to its citizens, if not nec- 
essarily a legal one. The obligation benefited “all parties con- 
cerned.” Even though the citizens of Schoharie and Greene 
counties would be denied their equal opportunities to benefit 
from the Canal, the assemblymen reasoned, they, too, should 
want to be governed by a state that takes seriously its commit- 
ments to its citizens.*° 

Sometimes, though, the desire to facilitate “progress” trumped 
the state’s commitment to protect vested rights. Because the 
Canal Board did decide in some cases that it had compelling 
reasons to change a canal route, citizens such as George Folts 
suffered severe business losses as a result of state policy. Folts 
owned three acres of land along the north side of the old Erie 
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Canal next to the lock at Frankfort. He had constructed several 
buildings next to the lock, including a grocery store to service 
boat workers. His grocery had an ideal location: while their boats 
lined up to wait their turn at the locks, boat workers could 
gossip over mugs of beer in his shop. Even if the line to pass up 
the lock was short, workers could run into his store, buy refresh- 
ments, and jump back on the boat—all within a matter of 
minutes. 

But when the state constructed the enlarged Erie Canal, it 
moved the locks slightly: they were still on Folts’s three-acre 
plot, but not near his grocery. Folts would have to move his 
shop. Although he did not explain why, his reasons seem clear. 
Unless the grocery was within easy sight of the locks, workers 
might hesitate to linger in his store (with the temptation of 
buying more), afraid that they would miss spotting their boat’s 
turn to pass through the locks. And boaters in a rush would not 
have time to stock up on essentials; they would wait until an- 
other lock, where the grocery stood closer to the canal banks. As 
a storekeeper in another town explained when the Canal Board 
considered moving the collector’s office away from his storefront, 
he would be “used up as to business . . .”?! 

Folts petitioned the Canal Board in 1845 to compensate him 
for moving his grocery across his property so that it would stand 
adjacent to the new locks. The appraisers who investigated Folts’s 
case did not believe that the state had a legal responsibility to 
compensate people for damage done by the abandonment of the 
Canal’s original route. But the same state officials experienced 
“no surprise that such claims should be presented and urged by 
the Claimants, with a conviction of their justice . . .” Prevailing 
ideas about the state’s moral obligations suggested that, out of 
fairness if not legal imperative, the state had either to maintain 
the route of public works or to compensate its citizens when it 
failed to do so. Unable to follow through on their own sense of 
justice, the appraisers encouraged Folts to petition the legislature 
for a private bill to settle his case. After several unsuccessful 
attempts, the state senate passed a bill awarding Folts monetary 
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compensation in 1856—twelve years after his initial appeal to 


the Canal Board.” | 
Throughout the state, citizens with commercial interests tried 


to make the government live up to its stated policy of main- 


taining the Canal route. Faced with the threat of losing the 
Canal, even the businessmen of Schenectady had to admit that 
the Canal brought them a great deal of advantage. “Our knowl- 
edge of the power of the canal to do good,” they announced in 
1836, “leads us to dread more sensibly the desolation that would 
follow its removal.” Once again, they based their appeals on the 
state’s obligation to spread prosperity evenly. Incensed that the 
Common Council of Albany proposed rerouting the Canal away 
from Schenectady, the citizens of that town argued, “Our canals 
were made to... make the peculiar advantages of one section 
of country, as much as possible, common to all.” Were the Ca- 
nal’s route changed, it would “destroy” their business pros- 
pects.”? 

Although most upstate businessmen would acknowledge that 
the state could change the Canal route for “good and substantial 
reasons,” petitioners invariably failed to recognize the presence 
of such good reasons in cases where their business investments 
depended on the waterway’s original route. When the board pro- 
posed changing the Canal route between Oriskany and Frankfort 
in 1836, the citizens of Frankfort resolved that “any material 
change in the location of the Erie Canal through this place would 
be destructive of its rights, interests, growth and prosperity in- 
jurious to the interest of the State and a violation of its plighted 
faith to its citizens.” Some towns had raised money to maintain 
a piece of independent canal that might otherwise have been 
abandoned as a consequence of the enlargement, and they felt 
that by accepting their money, the state had agreed to keep the 
Canal open. When the canal commissioners announced their in- 
tention to abandon the Little Falls aqueduct even though towns- 
people had donated $10,000 as well as land to keep it in 
operation, residents of the town expressed their “convictions that 
the good faith of the state is virtually pledged to the preservation 
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of these works . . .” “Good faith” should guide state policy, even 
when the obligation was moral, not legal.4 

Businessmen argued that the state’s implied obligation to 
maintain established policies extended beyond issues related to 
the Canal’s route. In 1847, manufacturers of salt in Syracuse 
objected to a proposed toll on fuel required for the salt works. 
Their main grievance was that the toll would impose “a burthen 
from which we have allways heretofore been exempt.” Although 
few others argued that their freight should be exempted from 
tolls outright, some complained that the state violated their crust 
when it raised tolls without adequate notice. By doing so, it 
interfered with their established business practices. Forwarders 
of merchandise competed to transport goods over the course of 
the upcoming season. They based their fees, in part, on the tolls 
that would be assessed on the goods to be transported. If the 
Canal Board raised the toll after the forwarders had already drawn 
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_geoned and credit relations increased in complexity, the national 
‘economy experienced booms and busts, business enterprises ap- 
peared and disappeared overnight, and individuals weathered 
mercurial shifts in their financial well-being. Although this mar- 
ket instability affected the entire population, it had its most 
direct impact on the merchants and agents who facilitated mar- 

ket exchanges. A national shortage of cash, for example, limited 
the universal means of exchange for everyone, but it could dev- 
astate men whose livelihood depended on the flow of commerce. 
A rapid expansion of commercial activity, on the other hand, 
could bring quick wealth. Because the Erie Canal was the literal 
conduit of commercial exchange, New York State’s businessmen 
argued that the state should use the Canal to enhance market 
growth while limiting the potential for busts. If the Canal Board 
had no control over the flux of international business cycles, it 
did have the power to make other decisions that could sig- 


up contracts, then the forwarders would not reap their expected nificantly alter an individual’s or a community’s commercial 
profits, since they could no longer pass along the costs. They  prospects.?6 _ 
had a legal contract with their customers, and they felt as though By acting in good faith, according to Canal Board PRIORIN, 
the state had almost as binding a one with them. When several ~ the state could help insulate its citizens from financial ruin. The 
merchants contracted during the Canal’s closed season to trans- economic mobility accompanying the market revolution worked 
port or purchase pine lumber, one petition noted, they had acted in two directions, up and down. From his humble beginnings 
“if not upon the implied faith, at least in the most confident as one of the first small-time merchants in Lockport, for example, 
expectation, that the tolls would not be raised, until reasonable Lyman Spalding rose to become one of the city’s wealthiest and 
notice was given.” The state was perhaps within its legal rights most prominent citizens. In 1825, a few years after opening his 
when it raised tolls, the petitioners maintained, but it had an _ shop along the Canal’s banks, Spalding bought land along the 
ethical obligation to avoid policies that added yet another risk _ Lockport basin, where he established a flour mill propelled by 
to commercial investment. It was difficult enough for business- _ the Canal’s surplus waters. When the — ruled a few years later 
men to try to predict the caprices of the international market; _ that those waters legally belonged to his neighbors, Spalding 
they did not think they should also be subjected to the vagaries = tried to link his personal fortune (he valued his mill at $60,000 
of state policies.” } by 1830) to that of the greater good: financial ruin threatened 
Businessmen argued as well that the state could and should not just a businessman and his family but also the workers he 
guard them against other undesirable aspects of an extended mar- = employed. By stopping the water flow to Spalding s mill, he 
ket economy. When the Erie Canal connected the hinterlands of = argued, the state had made his investments “unproductive, and 
New York to the Atlantic market, it transformed commercial | more than fifty persons [were] out of employment some of whom 


relations among upstate residents. As market transactions bur- _ had families depending on support for their daily wages.” More- 
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over, farmers within a ten-mile radius, he claimed, relied on his 
mill for their grinding. The Canal Board did not find his appeal 
persuasive, but Spalding took the losses in stride, sold his prop- 
erty, and bought another piece of land along the Lockport basin, 
where he set up a new mill.?’ 

By 1841, Spalding’s milling business was thriving once again 
when a devastating fire at his mill led him to declare bankruptcy. 
Although Spalding’s accounts of his life make no reference to 
what followed immediately afterward, other records indicate that 
he violated the terms of his bankruptcy and ended up spending 
several months in the Niagara County jail. But by September 
1842, he was able to purchase his old mill and note, “Com- 
menced my own work again—after passing through the fiery 
ordeal of Bankruptcy.” He had lost seventeen years of earnings, 
the huge sum of $100,000. Yet he shrugged off these ordeals in 
his diary: “No matter—I can try it again. My health & spirits 
are good as new.” Showing a remarkable faith in upward mo- 
bility, and the continued prosperity of the Canal, Spalding de- 
cided to continue in the milling business. During these years, 
Spalding also became an active member of the Whig Party, 
clearly drawn to its rhetoric of mobility and its ardent support 
of government-sponsored economic development.”8 

For the next twenty years, Spalding’s milling business had its 
ups and, mostly, its downs—and Spalding finally blamed the 
state for failing to protect him from ruin. In 1860 and 1861, he 
claimed to the Canal Board that the wintertime diversion of 
water from his mill during the twenty-two-year enlargement 
project, hear Lockport left him on the brink of poverty. Although 
he did move his family to a smaller house in 1858, Spalding 
appears to have lived the rest of his life in comfort, if not his 
earlier opulence. The Canal’s surplus waters (which he had mis- 
appropriated on several occasions) had led to his rapid financial 
success, and their diversion had led to his gradual decline. Spal- 
ding’s attempt to hold the state responsible for his losses is some- 
what curious. He had made the decision to repurchase his mill 
in 1842, four years after the enlargement project had stopped 
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the wintertime flow of water, yet he blamed the state, not him- 
- self, for his impending financial ruin. Once the Canal Board had 
' supplied his mill site with water, Spalding implied, the state 
_ was obliged either to continue the flow of water or to offer ma- 


terial compensation for its failure to do so. In at least two im- 
portant ways, Spalding typified antebellum entrepreneurs: his 


fortune was unsteady, and he thought it would be reasonable, or 


at least worth a try, to hold the state responsible for allocating 


its resources in ways that would have helped prevent his financial 


decline.” | 

Businessmen frequently cried “ruin” when they wanted to per- 
suade the government to maintain the public works to protect 
their private investments. They wrote to state officials to say that 
changes in canal policy would result in their “utter ruin,” “loss 
of their all,” or the “destruction of their property.” Arguing in 
1836 that the state should keep a lock where it was, residents 
of Lyons claimed that removing the lock would “prove highly 
injurious and almost ruinous to those enterprising Citizens who 
have erected permanent, convenient and expensive buildings for 
business in the vicinity of the Lock.” On the back of the petition, 
a member of the Canal Board marked, “Not removed.” When 
inhabitants of the village of Geddes, near Syracuse, complained 
in 1838 that “there are sixteen salt manufactories erected on the’ 
canal in this village which will be rendered nearly valueless if 
the canal be lowered five feet in the enlargement thereof,” the 
Canal Board granted their request to pursue the enlargement in 
a different manner.*° 

That such laments were so frequent—and that state officials 
found some of these appeals persuasive (though not Lyman 
Spalding’s)—-suggests that prevailing wisdom held that the gov- 
ernment should consider businessmen’s financial fortunes when 
determining its canal policy, even if it would cost the state ad- 
ditional money. A petition against changing the route of the 
Canal away from Kirkville asserted that “in our opinion the 
wealthy State of NYork are better able to Suffer a Small Loss 
which they will not feel than a few worthy citizens to loose their 
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all and leave them pennyless and without support . . .” From 
the project’s outset, the claimants remembered, state officials had 
made clear that their primary aim was to spur economic devel- 
opment and spread economic prosperity——and not to maximize 
the state’s financial return on its investment. Businessmen 
thought the government could afford canal policies that shielded 
its “enterprising” citizens from certain effects of unrestrained 
capitalism. When the state became involved in economic devel- 
opment, its citizens believed, it also took on the responsibility 
of attempting to ensure that their financial mobility would only 
be upward. That was their idea of progress.” 


Businessmen, with very few exceptions, were unembarrassed by 
their desire to pursue wealth beyond the minimum needed for a 
comfortable existence. When they pushed for a canal route or 
toll schedule, they boldly admitted their financial interest in 
seeing a certain course of action adopted. Yet they also realized 
that in a system based on the pursuit of profit, the public purse 
was at constant risk of being sacrificed to individual gain. Busi- 
nessmen therefore tried to convince state authorities that policies 
which benefited them would also promote the common good, 
though their understanding of the common good bore the influ- 
ence of Whig rather than Democratic ideology. In exchange for 
the state’s efforts to maintain their economic stability, business- 
men assumed—rhetorically, if not necessarily in practice—their 
own moral responsibilities. 

Diversity within the business classes, of course, meant that 
financial aspirations varied widely. Some pointed to how the con- 
struction of a particular canal route would preserve their “large 
investments” or otherwise maintain the value of their real estate 
speculations. In 1845, for example, a group of merchants and 
forwarders in Albany petitioned against the proposed change of 
location of the collector's office in that city. The current location 
was more central, and “time is money & it will be a serious tax 
upon the business community to be obliged to send to a remote 
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part of the City to enter & clear boats and pay tolls.” Yet while 
some businessmen talked of preserving their sizable investments, 
small-time merchants often had more modest aspirations. When 
the state did not properly maintain a city bridge across the Canal 
_ in Rochester, one man who owned and rented out business plots 

in the vicinity informed the canal authorities that he was “de- 
pendent upon my Rents to support a large family.” For many 
small businessmen, their canalside property was the foundation 
of their livelihood; their groceries or warehouses provided them 
with cash incomes to reduce their debts and feed their families.*? 

While all businessmen were eager to profit, many professed a 
belief in certain moral limitations on their pursuit of wealth: 
they should not ask the state to harm anyone else’s economic 
prospects. To bolster their claims to the Canal Board, business- 
men therefore regularly accused one another of doing just that, 
of trying to profit at someone else’s expense or trying to create 
a “monopoly.” They condemned one another for being “inter- 
ested and designing” or operating out of “the blind spirit of 
avarice.” They told canal officials, in other words, that their ad- 
versaries had violated the moral limits on enterprise. State offi- 
cials generally agreed that such accusations were serious. A 
legislative committee investigating a dispute over the location 
of a Rochester basin in 1839 dismissed one of the parties in- 
volved for trying to “subserve some selfish ends . . .” It was not 
the desire to profit that was selfish; it was the desire to profit at 
another’s expense. As an observer of a controversy over the Brock- 
port collector’s office noted, although some of the people in- 
volved made a proposal based on selfish interests, “it is a 
selfishness that is not calculated to injure any one else in the 
slightest degree . . .”?? 

The pursuit of profit became even more justifiable when it 
contributed to the general welfare. Even as they admitted their 
financial interests, businessmen emphasized the broader worthi- 
ness of their preferred canal policies. They attempted to identify 
their private gain with the communal good. When the citizens 
of Rochester pushed state officials to speed up the enlargement 
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construction through their town, which meant allocating addi- 
tional public resources to ensure their prosperity, they reminded 
their audience, “If there ever was a public work diffusive in the 
benefits it confers—in which an entire state was deeply inter- 
ested, it is the ERIE CANAL. The benefits of other public works 
may be partial and local; no such objection can be proferred 
against this.” What was good for the business interests of Roch- 
ester, in other words, was good for New York State. Nearly every 
petition to the Canal Board, in fact, suggested that the interest 
of the state, the “public,” or the “community” would be served 
by the adoption of the petitioners’ requests.*4 

Upstate businessmen understood the state’s interest as resting 
on two related issues: revenue-raising, and protecting New 
York’s internal improvement projects from the competition of 
private railroads and the public works of other states. Goods 
diverted from the Erie Canal to competing transportation meant 
revenue lost to New York State. Although canal officials repeat- 
edly avowed that revenue-raising was not an end in itself, the 
state did need to pay off its debts and meet its expenses. Those 
obligations, moreover, grew ever more urgent during the finan- 
cial difficulties of the late 1830s and early 1840s, which were 
brought on partly by the state’s investment in side canals whose 
costs invariably exceeded the direct revenue they generated. 

Businessmen’s interest in the state’s well-being stemmed in 
part from a recognition that what was good for the state was 
also good for them. The government’s economic health very 
much influenced their prospects. In an immediate sense, should 
the state’s financial difficulties cause the Canal to slip into dis- 
repair, businessmen would suffer from the ensuing delays in 
navigation. Businessmen argued that by following merchants’ 
suggestions to lower the tolls on the produce they shipped, the 
Canal Board would also enrich the state coffers. A standard ar- 
gument for lowering tolls suggested that by reducing tolls, the 
state would actually increase its income through increased vol- 
ume. By raising the market price of an item, businessmen ex- 
plained, high tolls lessened demand, which in turn reduced the 
toll revenue. | 
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High toll rates also led forwarding merchants to ship produce 


and goods by alternative routes—either canals in other states or 


tailroads—which meant a loss of toll revenue altogether. A 


prominent Rochester merchant told the Canal Board in 1860 
_ that he had 20,000 bushels of potatoes and apples in a storehouse 
-and that he had planned to ship them to New York City by 


canal. But then he added, “Of course at present rates of Toll {I} 
Shall Ship by Rail Road.” Because high toll rates encouraged 
merchants to ship by alternative transportation, agreed citizens 
from Orleans County, “the canals will derive little, if any ben- 
efit” from the large fruit and potato crop in western New York. 
Just as businessmen recognized that their well-being was linked 
to the state’s economy, they reminded the state that its welfare 
depended on the support of businessmen.’ 

When arguing for a particular canal route, businessmen made 
similar arguments about benefits to the state’s financial welfare. 
By constructing the Canal along a route that favored their com- 
mercial activity, businessmen explained, the state would increase 
the traffic of goods subject to toll collection. Other petitioners 
claimed that the route they proposed for the Canal would cost 
less to construct than the alternatives: it was shorter, or ran 
through easier terrain, or was less likely to injure private prop- 
erty and subject the state to a flurry of damage claims. Even if 
New Yorkers expected their government to lose a few pennies 
to save their private investments, they still recognized that the 
state’s purse was not bottomless. 

In addition to their appeals to the state’s financial interest, 
Canal corridor businessmen made continual reference to the gov- 
ernment’s moral duties and its commitment to promoting the 
common good. In its broadest sense, entrepreneurs defined the 
common good as “the greatest good for the greatest numbers” 
or the “accommodation and good of all.” They argued that by 
adopting policies that suited their private interests, the state 
could promote the common good. Because changes in the Canal 
route put the financial fortunes of proprietors like George Folts 
in jeopardy, other businessmen found it difficult to justify mor- 
ally their desire to have the Canal rerouted through their towns 
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or property. The state had made clear that its obligation to the 
established route should be considered “sacted”—unless truly 
compelling circumstances suggested otherwise. 

Nonetheless, towns located off the original waterway eagerly 
took advantage of any small opportunity that provided compel- 
ling reasons to change the waterway’s route, any opportunity that 
would allow them to justify rerouting the Canal away from an- 
other location for their own benefit. They argued that by re- 
routing the Canal through their town, the state would make 
navigation safer and easier. Or if the state moved the collector’s 
office to a different building, its policy would “not only be more 
conducive to the general interests of the Village, but would add 
greatly to the convenience as well as facilitate che business of the 
boating community.” By advocating policies that would promote 
the broader good, businessmen hoped they had found a moral 
justification for pushing their commercial benefit at someone 
else’s expense.>’ 

The common good also had a further nuance for businessmen, 
one that illustrates how they differed from the freeholders who 
identified their personal good with the common weal. Farmers 
had argued that a bridge across their property would benefit their 
neighbors as well as themselves; their own good was part of the 
common good, and the common good embraced the interests of 
all property-owning farmers. But while businessmen paid rhe- 
torical homage to the common good, they tended to emphasize 
that proposed changes to the Canal would promote the “indus- 
trious classes.” Some businessmen asserted that if the state built 
a bridge near their shops, it would also help “Mechanics, ma- 
chenists and labourers” to get to the mills where they worked; 
the absence of the bridge was a “daily & repeated hardship and 
injury.” It may not have been coincidence that their logic in 
these claims very closely paralleled the decision in the Charles 
River Bridge case, which the U.S. Supreme Court finally decided 
one year into the enlargement project. While the circumstances 
of that case did not directly match the issues that arose in the 
Canal corridor, upstate businessmen knew that identifying the 
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‘promotion of venture capital with the interests of mechani¢s 


would resonate within the prevailing legal and political elis 


_ mate.*® 

k Some businessmen suggested that what benefited them would 
help not just the industrious classes but also the least-fortunate 
members of society, the very poor. Thus one petitioner urged a 
lowering in the toll rate on firewood “if for no other reason, 
certainly for its bearings on the poor.” Business would benefit 
from increase sales, but—more important—the poor would have 


access to fuel for warmth against the bitter upstate winters. One 
group of businessmen even argued that the state should build a 
dock near their places of business solely so that “the unimployed 
laborers in this vicinity may be relieved of some of the miserable 
hardships to which the[y] are Exposed. . . ."’ Lower toll rates, 
claimed others, would spur production and provide employment 
to hundreds or even “tens of thousands.” By serving the needs 
of business, in short, the state would help the merchant classes 
to meet their obligations to the broader public.%° 

Businessmen, like farmers, noted that the public welfare rested 
on more than economic opportunities. As one group of citizens 
arguing against moving the route of the Canal from their towns 
reminded the government, “The public health is as closely allied 
with the welfare of the State as its commerce . . .” Businessmen 
drew especially on issues of public morality to push the worthi- 
ness of their causes. In 1842, for example, one group of citizens 
in Schenectady who owned and rented property in an area called 
the Battle Ground petitioned the Canal Board to move the col- 
lector’s office to that part of town. But another group of busi- 
nessmen argued against relocating the office. They phrased their 
argument in terms of the state’s obligation to safeguard the char- 
acter of the notoriously wayward boat workers. The Battle 
Ground, they argued, was ‘‘decide{d]}ly the most loathsome and 
filthy place in our city,” a crime-ridden area that was “almost 
entirely occupied for Rum Shops, gambling & baudy houses, 
according to public fame.” By favoring their location, they ar- 
gued by implication, the state could serve the “boating com- 
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munity” by steering it away from a location known as a haven 
for filth, licentiousness, and intemperance. Drawing on a similar 
association of alcohol with immorality, other businessmen sug- 
gested that lower toll rates on certain grains would encourage 
farmers to produce foodstuffs rather than liquor. Rochester’s civic 
leaders petitioned for a bridge near business properties, noting 
that the bridge would also provide a convenient route to 
churches. By arguing that those policies which would fill their 
pocketbooks would also serve public morality, businessmen im- 
plied that there were altruistic components to their requests.” 
The business classes identified themselves more with the gov- 
ernment than with the general public. Businessmen offered to 
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men who had risen to the top of a social order nurtured, ironi- 
cally, not by nature but by the artificial river. In their view of 
the political economy, it became their duty to help to uplift the 


less “worthy” people below them on the social ladder. Progress, 


in their view, did not mean an egalitarian society but rather one 


in which anyone would have the opportunity to improve in all 
senses: economic, political, social, religious. Any native-born 
white man could prove himself worthy of the role of paternal 
overseer of public virtue. With this same sense of obligation to 
promote public morality, some businessmen—along with their 
wives, daughters, and sons—would support a full-scale assault 
on what they saw as the vice and depravity of the boating 


form a partnership with the state; in exchange for policies pro- = community. 
moting their economic growth, they would advise the state on 
how to fill its treasury and provide economic opportunities to 
the laboring classes. Theirs was a paternalistic view: together, 
the state and business would govern the political economy in a 
way that would offer citizens economic opportunities and moral 
guidance; in return, these leaders expected hard work and def- 
erence. Such a partnership between the state and business, as we 
have seen, is just what many farmers suspected—and feared. 
Farmers with modest landholdings criticized the state for failing | 
to live up to what they saw as its obligation to protect their 
property's agricultural value, failing—in a sense—to live up to | 
its role as paternal protector. In response to what they saw as d 
the state’s failings, they withdrew their deference, attacked the 
state’s morality, and criticized it for abusing constitutional prin- | s 
ciples of governance. 

In the market morality that entrepreneurs espoused —but did 
not always practice—their individual interest was supposed to 
be in harmony with the public good and the interests of other i 
classes, such as farmers and laborers. The public welfare became 
a moral obligation, something that businessmen—as claimants 
to greater vision if not always greater wealth—owed. Their rhet- 5 
oric, in this sense, echoed that of the Whig Party. They saw J 
themselves as the “aristocracy of nature,” talented and virtuous 
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The Perils o f Progress 


Wax MERCHANTS pointed fervently to the social value of 
their endeavors, they were responding to growing worries 
that upstate New York teetered on the brink of moral break- 
down. Despite the promises of the waterway’s sponsors, it had 
become clear that the United States could not develop its com- 
merce without serious human costs. From a middle-class per- 
spective, the Canal had become a haven for vice and immorality; 
the towpaths attracted workers who drank, swore, whored, and 
gambled. And unlike canal diggers, who moved on, boat workers 
remained. These canallers provided a daily reminder of what fluid 
market relations—and progress—could bring. 

Most disturbing of all to the middle classes, children (mostly 
boys) made up more than a quarter of the workforce. In an era 
when Northern communities placed increasing emphasis on 
schooling as a supplement to moral education in the home, these 
boys—sometimes as young as six, though on average eleven or 
twelve years old—found themselves separated from their homes 
and without access to formal education. Most of them worked 
as drivers, handling the horses that pulled the boats. Even those 
who worked as boat hands, scrubbing decks or keeping towing 
ropes untangled, learned few skills that they could later apply 
to a trade. What sort of men—and citizens—-would these boys 
grow up to be? And what sort of mothers would cabin girls 
grow up to be, given that, by reputation at least, they were often 
maids or cooks during the day and prostitutes at night? How 


The Perils of Progress 139 


‘could such girls be expected to instill virtue in the following 
generation? Middle-class reformers began accusing merchants of 
undermining the country’s moral future for immediate monetary 
i gain. “With you it rest to say,” one group of reformers reminded 
_ the merchants of Rochester, “let these waters be pure; let the 
_ canal be a proud monument to the passing stranger, as well as 


of our public virtues as of our commercial enterprize, or let it 


_ prove to all that we recklessly sacrifice our country’s good and 
_ the very souls of these youth to our views of personal advantage.” 
_ Inspired by the evangelical revivalism of the Second Great Awak- 


ening, upstate reformers not only tried to save the souls of canal 
workers; they also pressured merchants to live up to their prom- 
ise to be the moral guardians of a political economy based on 
market expansion and progress.! 


By the 1840s, thirty thousand men, women, and children la- 
bored day and night to keep the artificial river in operation. 
Within a decade or two, this throng of workers had helped to 
transform upstate New York into a bustling commercial corri- 
dor, where the main economic activity was moving goods and 
people. To move a single keg of oysters from Albany to Buffalo 
required scores of strong bodies and able clerks. When the oys- 
ters landed at Albany, having passed up the Hudson from the 
Atlantic, an “along-shore-man” (a “longshoreman’’) unloaded 
them from a river-going vessel and reloaded them onto a wagon. 
The cartman hauled the keg to the Canal’s banks, where another 
longshoreman hoisted it onto a freight boat. The forwarding 
agent responsible for transferring the keg from its previous owner 
to its new purchaser had already informed the boat’s captain of 
the cargo’s destination and had made arrangements for payment. 
After receiving the keg and recording its contents on his bill of 
lading, the captain hollered to his two crew mates to prepare to 
shove off. Hearing the captain’s order, a foreman from a towing 
company dispatched two drivers to harness their horses to the 
boat’s towrope.? 


Workers near the entrance of the Erie Canal into the Hudson 
(John Hill, 18308, Collection of the New-York Historical Society) 


Within minutes of casting off, the steersman directed the boat 
into the Albany weigh lock, where state workers cradled the boat 
onto a hydraulic scale while a clerk prepared a paper showing 
the boat’s current weight as well as its weight when it had been 
weighed empty or “light” at the beginning of the season, and 
then calculated the weight of the freight it carried. A boat in- 
spector next verified the captain’s bill of lading by inspecting 
the cargo. After leaving the weigh station, the boat passed 
through twenty-seven locks in the first thirty miles; by the end 
of its journey to Buffalo it would pass through a total of eighty- 
three. Each lock employed one or two lock tenders to open and 
close the gates that sent water rushing into or out of the locks, 
thus lifting or lowering the boat and carrying it to a level even 
with the next stretch of Canal. At the seventeen toll offices along 
the route, clerks made certain that the captain carried the Albany 
toll collector's clearance, the paper recording the amount of toll 
paid and the weight and contents of the boat. In Buffalo, a 
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longshoreman unloaded the keg of oysters and handed it over to 
a cartman, who waited for an agent of the merchant forwarding 
company to give him instructions on where to haul it.’ 

The men, women, and children who worked to keep New 
York’s 3,400 canal boats in motion represented virtually all 
segments of society. The jobs of repair superintendent and toll 
collector were doled out by political patronage and went to well- 
connected citizens. Those boat captains who owned their vessels, 
hired their own crews, and contracted with their own customers 
also found themselves toward the upper end of the social hier- 
archy; these entrepreneurs (almost exclusively male) generally 
came from rural areas of the upstate region or New England. 
Other captains worked for monthly wages and came from the 
ranks of displaced farmers, aspiring businessmen, and ambitious 
boat hands. One contemporary observed that “the masters of the 
boats are often taken from the ploughs . . .” These captains drew 
their crews—the lower rung of the Canal’s social ladder—from 
the large pool of available laborers. Recent immigrants swelled 
the ranks of canal laborers in the 1840s. Throughout the ante- 
bellum period, though, boat hands were both native-born and 
foreign, rural and urban, white and black, adult and minor, male 
and female (though overwhelmingly male).‘ 

Some canal employees received their wages from the state, 
others from private employers. The state hired lock tenders, toll 
collectors, and repair workers. Boat owners, either companies or 
individuals, engaged crews. Boat companies also paid men to 
work in their offices, recruit passengers, and solicit shipping cus- 
tomers. Towing companies paid boys (and at least a few girls 
disguised as boys) to lead the horses that pulled the boats. Simply 
put, the state built, maintained, and operated the waterway, 
while merchants and their workers transported freight and pas- 
sengers.° 

Many others contributed to the Canal’s operation, even though 
they did not directly handle either boats or freight. Farmers grew 
oats to feed the canal horses or tended the animals between tow- 
ing trips and over the winter months. Rural women boarded and 
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fed some of the boys who led the horses. Blacksmiths made shoes 
for the horses’ feet. Craftsmen joined farmhands in providing 
emergency labor to repair the frequent breaches in the Canal’s 
banks. But when contemporaries referred to “boatmen,” “water- 
men,” or “canallers,” they meant those people whose physical 
labor directly contributed to the movement of goods and people 
along the artificial river: the boat crews, animal drivers, long- 
shoremen, and lock tenders.® 


These workers, according to widespread belief, posed a threat to 
civilized society. Middle-class observers portrayed them as pro- 
fane, lewd, and violent. Most middle-class New Yorkers would 
probably have agreed with Daniel Wandell, a resident of Wa- 
tervliet, who told the Canal Board in 1839 that “the Boys who 
Drive the horses I think I may safely say that they these boys 
are the most profain beings that now exist on the face of this 
hole erth without exception.” So prevalent was the negative rep- 
utation of canal workers that some transportation companies felt 
compelled to advertise that their workers were nothing but re- 
sponsible and polite. The narrator of Marco Paul’s Travels on the 
Erie Canal, a children’s instructional novel published in 1843, 
noted that “the man who had charge of the lock looked very 
rough and ill-natured, as was very often the case, in respect to 
the workmen along the canal.” Because the man was just a “com- 
mon laborer,” the story continued, he probably performed his 
tasks without understanding how the locks worked. Common 
labor dulled a man’s senses, and middle-class boys like Marco 
Paul should study hard so that their “formation of character” 
would allow them to pursue more intellectual endeavors than the 
degrading work of opening and closing locks. Not only did the 
middle classes scorn canal workers; they tried to instill in their 
children a fear of becoming one of these rough, profane workers. 
Middle-class boys, in other words, should work hard to make 
themselves cultured and intelligent, lest they, too, join the 
masses of uncivilized and disdained boys working on the Canal.’ 


and murders on the Canal or its towpath. More routinely, police 
arrested canal workers for intoxication, fighting, creating nui- 
sances, vandalism, and soliciting sex. In 1837, according to a 
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The Canal’s reputation as a magnet for delinquents was, like 
many stereotypes, partially grounded in reality. Contemporary 
newspapers carried numerous reports of assaults, robberies, rapes, 


state report, about one-quarter of the inmates in the Auburn 
State Prison had “followed the canals.” Even the Canal Board 
acknowledged that boatmen did not always respect the property 
of others. When Pardon Thompson appealed to the board for 
compensation because, he argued, the Canal had diverted water 
that he might have used to run a mill, the board denied his 
claim mostly on the ground that neither he nor any previous 
tenants had ever constructed a mill on the property. But in their 
general assessment of the value of Thompson’s land—which was 
near but not adjacent to the Canal—the appraisers added that 
his property value had in part been sustained by its “lying at 
such a distance from the Canal, as to prevent it from those de- 
pridations, which are not infrequently committed by Boatmen, 
on land lying contiguous to the Canals . . .” David Hughes, a 
farmer who did own land directly along the Canal, complained 
in his diary that boat drivers stole eggs and fruit—perhaps the 
sort of depredations that the Canal Board had in mind. Hughes 
did not regret that the Canal had been built in front of his 
property, for he derived much of his income from growing oats 
to sell to towing companies. But he made it cleat that he 
wanted nothing to do with the boatmen. After keeping a group 
of boat drivers in his home overnight, Hughes did not specify 
what offenses they had committed, but he did exclaim, “I 
hope that we never will be oblige to log aney more of the 
drivars!!!’"8 . 

Some contemporary observers took care to recognize that not 
all canal workers deserved condemnation. During a trip on the 
Canal in 1835, Clarissa Burroughs implicitly compared the gl 
of one boat to workers she had previously encountered. “The 
hour of rest is announced by the appearance of a steward & a 
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cabin maid, which every one dreads, but this boat was clean, and 
the attendants obliging and attentive, which rendered it more 
tolerable . . .” Harriet Loring, who traveled on the Canal a decade 
later, noted that a cabin maid was a “very fine girl” but that 
“the depravity of the drivers is dreadful.” Travelers’ complimen- 
tary remarks about certain workers lend credibility to their de- 
scriptions of other workers whose behavior violated middle-class 
notions of propriety.? | 

If the middle classes, from farmers to merchants, were joined 
together in their quest to maintain social order, they did not 
agree on strategies for doing so. When, for example, the New 
York State Legislature received thirty-three petitions in 1825 
asking for a law prohibiting Sunday travel on the Canal, some 
citizens replied in a counterpetition that less harm would come 


_ voice of one of his characters in Moby-Dick: “the brigandish guise 
which the Canaller so proudly sports; his slouched and gaily- 
ribboned hat between his grand features. A terror to the smiling 
_ innocence of the villages through which he floats; his swarthy 
visage and bold swagger are not unshunned in cities.” As Mel- 
ville suggests, some boat workers proudly adhered to their ca- 

naller ways. Drinking, swearing, and fighting were part of their 

culture, a way of life they had no desire to shed. Many boys came 

to the Canal in search of wages, adventure, and freedom from 
family restraints; they did not invest their work with any larger 
social aspirations. Rather than signing on as apprentices learning 
a trade, these boys took up jobs that offered them few skills and 
little fatherly oversight from their bosses. When these boat work- 
ers hurled curses at “ladies” on passing boats or tore down fences 


from violating the Sabbath than from having boatmen congre- OR Surrounding arms, tne pikar 
gate onshore during an idle day. The legislature ultimately | priety and respect for property.” 
agreed. Members of the committee investigating the issue argued If a quest for adventure and independence drove some boys 
that the Canal should remain open on Sundays, in part because and young men to take jobs on the Canal, others came out of 
_ desperation. Many canal drivers, in particular, found themselves 
the boats on the canals are numerous, and should the locks in dire circumstances. These boys usually had few occupational 
be closed on the Sabbath, vast numbers would throng the _ skills and came from poor families. Reformers estimated, more- 
canal above and below, and many persons from on board over, that half the drivers were orphans. Although some boys 
would resort to the taverns, grog shops and houses of ill ~ might have falsely claimed to be orphans to win pity or to pre- 
fame, that would soon abound in the vicinity of the locks, vent reformers from sending them home, it nonetheless seems 
and most of the vices which degrade and debase mankind l that a high percentage of the children working on the Canal 
would no doubt be encreased to a much greater extent than T were parentless. Recording a conversation with a fourteen-year- 
if the boats were permitted to pass. old driver, one reformer noted how the boy had been an orphan 
_ for the past three years. A poor but generous man had looked 
Throughout the antebellum period, pious New Yorkers contin- ~ after him, finally telling him “that he was big enough, he must 
ued to debate whether greater moral harm would result from earn his own living; he had come to the canal for that purpose.""!” 
allowing depraved workers to come ashore than from requiring | These boys often met with poor treatment on the Canal. Many 
them to work on the Lord’s day.'° boat captains, reformers agreed, abused their drivers. Sufficient 
Some canal workers, it seems, intentionally cultivated images | numbers tried to cheat their drivers out of their wages that re- 


of themselves as morally and physically dangerous. Herman Mel- formers proposed that the state set up a registry of all drivers 
ville, who had traveled on the Canal and who may have briefly | under twenty so that officials could make sure that captains hon- 
worked on it in the 1840s, described boat workers through the ; ored their contracts with them. They also proposed monitoring 


146 The Artificial River 


the boys’ places of work and rest, since so many of their em- 
ployers exposed them to dangerous and unhealthy conditions. 
Boat drivers, for example, often went shoeless and dressed in 
meager cotton garments that provided little protection from the 
cold or tain. After traveling on the Canal through a heavy rain- 
storm, one boat passenger commented, “The poor driver I guess 
is nearly as wet as if he had been swimming in the Canal.” When 
one boat captain discovered that one of his workers had cholera, 
a reformer reported, he pushed the youngster off the boat and 
left him to die on the towpath." 

Most of the boat drivers slept on the floors of barns or in the 
cargo holds of boats, and ate few regular meals. They went for 
long periods without an uninterrupted night's sleep. Bugles 
sounded in the middle of the night to alert them to the arrival 
of a boat needing a change of horses. Moses Holden and his team, 
for example, pulled the boat William Tell up to a station barn 
at eleven-fifteen one evening. After cleaning and feeding Jake 
and Farmer (the horses), eating a quick supper of crackers, and 
bantering with the other boys at the barn, Moses would not have 
slept very long before being awakened to pull out the boat Wod- 
worth at five-twenty in the morning. After pulling the Wodworth 
for ten to twelve miles, or between six and seven hours, Holden 
would have arrived at another station barn around noon. He 
would have rested for a few hours before starting on another ten- 
to-twelve-mile shift. Although he sometimes rested in a barn for 
as long as eight or nine hours, at other times his rest, which 
included tending to the horses in his charge, was as short as two 
or three hours. If he dozed off while riding his horse, he risked 
enraging the boat captain, whose goal was to make as quick time 
as possible so that he could deposit one cargo and pick up an- 
other. By responding to unreasonable treatment with insolence, 
workers could maintain some sense of self-esteem. One young 
horse driver told a missionary, “We can’t help but swear when 
the Captain comes off, and swearing at us, jerks us off the horse 
and kicks us because we did not pass some boat, or do something 
else just to his liking.”™ 
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Fatigue, especially when combined with alcohol, led to ac- 


 cidents. And alcohol was plentiful on the Canal. According to 


detailed reports kept by reformers, more than fifteen hundred 
grog shops lined the Erie’s banks in 1835. That figure converted 


to a staggering average of one tavern or grocery (an alcohol- 


selling concern) every quarter mile. One traveler reported seeing 
thirteen “broad and blazing signs” for groceries from a single 
canalside vantage point. While waiting for their boats to pass 
through locks, workers visited these establishments, where they 
did not drink in moderation—making it difficult for them to 
perform their work. Snared towropes pulled drivers into the 
Canal, and missteps plunged boat workers and longshoremen 
into the water. In an era when many people never learned how 
to swim, a tumble into the seven-foot-deep enlarged Canal could 
prove fatal. According to reformers, the combination of employ- 
ers’ disregard for their employees’ well-being and the boat work- 


` ers’ own intemperate habits contibuted to the canallers’ short life 


expectancy, which did “not on average exceed twelve years after 
they embark{ed] in the watermen’s employment.” "> 

During the winter, when the Canal closed down for four of 
five months, these boys’ lives became tougher, as their employers 
left them to forage for themselves. The boys lost not only their 
incomes but their sources of shelter—their boats and barns. 
Wintertime brought seasonal unemployment for many occupa- 
tions, not just boat workers, so finding another job during the 
frigid, blizzardy months was virtually impossible. In December 
1843, a Syracuse newspaper reported that “ a number of young 
boys, whose business on the canals is now ended for the season, 
are loafing about the city, without a place to sleep, or money to 
purchase food or clothing.” Desperate for a warm place to sleep 
and daily meals, some canal workers tried, successfully, to get 
themselves locked up as vagrants.’ 

Most captains assumed no paternal responsibilities for their 
young workers. Since many, in fact, treated their employees more 
like animals than like sons, it is not surprising that these chil- 
dren felt little respect for the middle classes. Having no paternal 
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bonds with family or bosses, many of these workers saw no need 
to behave deferentially. They would respond to disrespect with 
disrespect for middle-class mores. That canal workers were quite 
capable of temporarily shedding their profanity in deference to 
missionaries who showed concern for them suggests that at least 
some intentionally adopted vulgar and profane demeanors in 
other situations. Unlike their critics, not all canallers agreed that 
middle-class manners set the standard for which they should 
necessarily strive. 

Boat workers formed a distinct class; and in doing so, they 
provided a fearsome reminder that the Canal might not, after 
all, be a tribute to republicanism. “This rapid growth of ours 
into a great commercial nation,” noted one group of concerned 
citizens, “has been attended by all those evils that have always 
heretofore accompanied an extended commerce.” The expansion 
of commerce had created a degraded class of workers who seemed 
unfit for republican citizenship. By middle-class standards, they 
were non-productive and shiftless. A writer whose sympathies 
lay with the workers protested that “boating is in reality as 
necessary, as honest and as honorable an occupation as any other, 
but still it is almost universally cried down, and Boatmen are 
regarded as a low class in society.” Those boatmen who swore, 
drank, and fought (the most common complaints against them) 
violated Christian definitions of respectable behavior and, in the 
words of one reformer, “‘seem{ed] to be regarded as outcasts.” 
While middle-class boys might have engaged in such behavior 
to create a “social space of their own,” these decidedly working- 
class canal boys and men did not simply assume the role of social 
outcasts; they were outcasts. Y 

Canal workers were not the only Americans who lived in filthy 
and diseased surroundings, who drank excessively, or who re- 
jected middle-class mores. With the revolutions in manufactur- 
ing and marketing—revolutions set off in large part by the 
expansion of internal improvements—-more and more Americans 
found themselves working for wages and subject to the whims 
of bosses with whom they shared no personal connections. Cul- 
tural independence provided them with some consolation for 
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their precarious economic conditions. While canallers sported 


their “gaily-ribboned” hats, boys and girls in New York City’s 


Bowery jolted the middle classes with their own flamboyant 
clothing. Such independence frightened the middle classes, es- 
pecially as politics became more democratic. If these rowdy 
workers would not defer to middle-class social customs, they also 
could not be counted on to defer at the polls. These were not 
the sort of citizens whom DeWitt Clinton envisioned when he 
outlined his plan for progress.'® 

Had canallers been utterly unlike other antebellum workers, 
they might have caused less concern. Instead, they seemed to 
represent the future of commercial society, and that was an aspect 
of progress that many middle-class upstaters had hoped they 
could avoid. One might expect to find thugs and prostitutes in 
crowded port cities, but the country’s interior—its middle 
landscape——was supposed to be more pure. Whatever boatmen’s 
aspirations, the middle classes——broadly defined—tended to see 


them as dangerous, ungodly, even subhuman. If such workers 


represented the way of the future, then how would the United 
States ever achieve its special destiny? 


The first few decades of the canal era coincided with the Second 
Great Awakening. Rural women and men by the thousands at- 
tended camp meetings, where they slept out for days at a time 
to hear the fiery sermons of revivalist preachers. Their urban 
counterparts, meanwhile, attended daily church services and 
prayer meetings, sometimes for months on end. Whether deliv- 


ered under a tent in the forest or from a church pulpit, the 


revivalist preachers’ exhortations resulted in thousands upon 
thousands of loud and sometimes physically dramatic conver- 
sions. These men and women believed that by perfecting their 
own wayward behavior—and by helping to convert their sinning 
brothers and sisters—they could hasten the onset of the millen- 
nium, a period of one thousand years of peace on earth preceding 
the Second Coming of Christ. 

Although the Awakening’s revival surfaced nationwide during 
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the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, evangelicalism 
peaked in western New York in the late 1820s, just a few years 
after New Yorkers had applied an almost equal fervor to theit 
celebrations of the Erie’s completion. The Canal ran down the 
center of the “Burned-Over District,” the region south of Lake 
Ontario through which evangelical fires were raging. When 
Charles Finney, one of the era's most prominent revivalist preach- 
ers, christened the region the Burned-Over District, he spoke 
from firsthand knowledge: the greatest successes of his circuit 
took place in towns along the Erie Canal, particularly in the city 
of Rochester.!9 

While a variety of social and economic changes wrought by 

the Canal helped to make the region ripe for religious revival, 
not least among them was the presence of such an enormous and 
unruly assemblage of wage workers. When Josiah Bissell, a 
Rochester merchant and land speculator, invited Finney to 
pteach in that new city in 1829, he pressed the urgency of his 
case by focusing on the canal workers’ depravity. Bissell wrote 
to Finney of a canal line which, in one season, “dismissed nine 
women from their boats in a stage of pregnancy.” According to 
the report of one boat captain, a driver “might as well be sent 
to the state prison as to the Canal. That at 12 years old they are 
sometimes diseased by their unlawful lives—these are only spec- 
imens of a large budget of evil rolling thro our land & among 
us.” To Bissell and others, pregnant girls and diseased boys pro- 
vided vivid examples of the extensive moral decay accompanying 
the expansion of transportation and commerce. The boats that 
transported luxuries to the country’s interior also carried moral 
degradation with them.” 

Canal workers, simply by their daily presence, threatened both 
Jacksonian and Whig visions of progress. Reformers warned that 
the consequences of neglecting the spiritual welfare of boatmen 
would be far-reaching. These workers not only spread vice over 
space and into the country’s interior; they also threatened to 
spread it over time as well. As one reformer fretted, “It is high 
time something efficient should be done upon the lines of our 
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canals, particularly the great Western Canal [i.e., the Erie}; oth- 


erwise the vices of its population will soon become too firmly 
rooted to be eradicated, except by the destruction and perdition 
_of one whole generation.” In a millennial age, when many Chris- 
tians thought they could usher in God’s kingdom on earth by 
converting fellow sinners, the possibility of losing a whole gen- 
eration to depravity was of great consequence. Moreover, reform- 


ets warned that without “moral improvement,” boat workers 
would undermine economic expansion. Unless conditions on the 
Canal improved, they argued, “steady, honest, and respectable 
persons, of both sexes, will refuse to be employed on the canal. 
You will be reduced to the necessity of entrusting your business 
to the dregs of the community . . . ” Reformers reminded the 
middle classes that the streams of religious, social, and commer- 
cial progress could not be separated.” 

The revivals of the 1820s ignited a concerted effort to reform 
wayward boat workers, a reform movement that crossed denom- 
inational lines and enlisted the help of paid missionaries as well 
as lay people. Caught up in the evangelical fervor inspired by 
Finney and others, some middle-class New Yorkers donated 
money and time to help bring depraved and degraded canal 
workers into God’s fold. They joined together in associations that 
offered material relief to workers while trying to change the 
boatmen’s ungodly habits. Through reform, they thought it 
possible “for a canal driver to make a man”—to become a “re- 
spectable,” God-fearing citizen.” 

Reformers interested in boatmen came together in several or- 
ganizations, all of which eventually fell under the auspices of the 
American Seamen's Friend Society. These organizations waged 
wars against intemperance and Sabbath-breaking, issues that in- 
flamed the passions of many middle-class people across the 
North. Founded in 1828, the society was concerned with Amer- 
ican sailors around the globe. In upstate New York, it initially 
supported two auxiliary organizations that paid particular atten- 
tion to men and, to a much lesser extent, women navigating the 
nation’s inland waters: the Boatmen’s Friend Society, founded in 
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1830 and committed exclusively to upstate canal workers, and 
the Western Seamen’s Friend Society, concerned more broadly 
with workers on western waterways. These organizations es- 
tablished Bethel churches—churches founded especially for 
boatmen—in Troy, Albany, Utica, Rochester, and Buffalo. They 
also hired missionaries—some well seasoned and others straight 
out of seminary—to carry out most of the day-to-day activities 
of the organizations. These paid theologians preached to canal 
workers and distributed tracts and Bibles in places where workers 
spent their precious leisure time: in the horse barns where drivers 
awaited their next assignments, in the grog shops where they 
sought refreshment and company, and on the boats where they 
worked.” 

But in the mid-1830s, a significant shift occurred in the ef- 
forts to reform boat workers. These years, as we have seen, were 
a period of transition in the Canal corridor. Work began on the 
enlargement project; financial panic struck; and a variety of 
middle-class people changed their views of the waterway. The 
Canal began to disappoint settlers’ expectations that it would 
reduce distance and time; modest property owners began losing 
faith in the government; merchants began to see their interests 
as more fully connected to those of the state. And in 1836, the 
American Bethel Society, with offices in Buffalo, expanded efforts 
to reach out to the astonishingly large numbers of workers on 
the nation’s western inland waters, numbers that they knew 
would only further increase when the enlargement project was 
completed. A decade later, the American Bethel Society would 
also affiliate with the American Seamen's Friend Society, uniting 
all the principal movements to improve conditions along Amer- 
ica’s inland waters. 

Two years after the American Bethel Society’s founding, in 
1838, its officers redirected the older strategy of establishing 
independent Bethel churches along the route of the Canal. They 
adopted instead a policy of enlisting “existing agencies”—that 
is, established churches—to provide boatmen with preachers 
and pew space. When necessary, the society reimbursed local 
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churches for the additional expenses they incurred in accom- 
- modating the boatmen. The society signed on churches at inter- 


vals of thirty-five miles, so that no point on the Canal was 


beyond a day’s ride to a place of worship, and worked toward 


decreasing the distance between Bethel-affiliated churches to fif- 
teen miles. While the churches held special Sabbath worship for 
canal workers, they also encouraged workers to attend regular 
services. At the same time, the society began sending lay vol- 
unteers to distribute tracts in five languages to workers and pas- 
sengers on canal boats; in fact, it took credit for being the first 
organization of any kind in the United States to make use of lay 
persons as missionaries. Without abandoning its reliance on paid 
missionaries, the society began a concerted effort to involve a 
broader range of middle-class citizens in its efforts to redeem the 
commercial highway.” 

While the changes instituted by the Bethel Society also cut 
costs and expanded services, they reveal an important shift in 
the underlying philosophy of the movement to reform boatmen. 
Well aware that middle-class New Yorkers viewed the canallers 
as a self-contained community, as outcasts from civilized society, 
the Bethel Society attempted to integrate these workers into the 
wider Christian community. No longer would boatmen worship 
separately from members of the middle classes. The moral health 
of society depended on these workers’ reintegration in the godly 
community. In its second annual report, the society reminded 
interested upstaters that the canal workers’ influence 


must be great, for good, or for evil. During the season of 
navigation they come in contact constantly, night and day, 
with their fellow-men, and exert an influence over tens and 
hundreds of thousands. And when navigation closes, this 
neglected and consequently, as a general thing, abandoned 
multitude, are scattered all through our communities and 
counties, remote from our canals and commercial places; and 
spread abroad moral desolation . . . 
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From this point on, reformers would emphasize that canallers 
could not be contained within their own community—that they 
threatened to spread their moral infections to the broader society, 
Just as canal boats carried cholera into New York's interior, they 
could carry moral decay as well.?° 

Missionaries argued that boat workers inevitably came in con- 
tact with the more stable elements of society and lured additional 
innocent boys—-even middle-class boys—into the den of iniq- 
uity. As one reformer explained: “A boy comes from a distance; 
he drives one summer, returns home in the fall and shows the 
seventy dollars he has earned on the Canal. He tells the boys 
that he is rich, that the canal is the place to get rich, and perhaps 
the next year he will take half a dozen other boys with him.” 
Whether they liked it or not, members of the middle classes 
could no longer isolate themselves from canal workers. Since they 
could no longer shield themselves—or their children—from 
moral infection, they should join in trying to combat it. This 
meant welcoming boatmen into their churches. The Bethel So- 
ciety’s new face emphasized community. Everyone’s salvation de- 
pended on it.” 

The various Bethel associations tried to reach out to boatmen 
and the middle classes by publishing their observations, accom- 
plishments, and ideas on a regular basis. Sailor's Magazine, which 
the American Seamen's Friend Society began publishing monthly 
in 1828 and which the Bethel Society took over in 1846, 
brought together reports from missionaries and organizations 
scattered around the world. Distributed primarily on canal boats, 
on seagoing vessels, and in ports, the Magazine displays the rhet- 
oric that reformers used in trying to persuade both boatmen and 
their employers to adopt Bethel reform. The annual reports of 
the American Seamen’s Friend Society and the American Bethel 
Society, for their part, show reformers’ attempts to reach out to 
actual and potential middle-class reformers and benefactors. By 
looking at Bethel reformers’ activities and rhetoric, we are offered 
an unusual view of an otherwise elusive subject: the ways in 
which boatmen and their employers responded, in the years after 
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1830, to the transportation revolution’s creation of a degraded 
class of workers. 


By the Bethel reformers’ own accounts, their efforts to improve 


the moral conditions of boatmen met with uneven success. Some 
_ workers showed considerable interest, while others were outright 
hostile. Missionaries faced taunts and curses, and occasionally a 
fist or even a knife. While some years brought noticeable im- 


provement in Canal morality, subsequent years brought back- 
sliding. In the Bethel Society's annual report for 1843, for 
example, a missionary declared that “the cause of temperance has 
greatly prospered of late among all employed upon the water.” 
But four years later, the society reported, “Temperance. —On this 
topic we have nothing favorable to say.” The ebb and flow re- 
flected, in part, general fluctuations in the appeal of moral and 
religious revival. The year after the society reported the success 
of temperance campaigns, Abigail Marks exclaimed, “You know 
we are an exciting community here, last winter it had the ap- 
pearance of a religious zeal, and this season it seems much the 
reverse, such extremes I can hardly comprehend.” As employers’ 
concern for temperance waned, they may have put less pressure 
on their workers to reform themselves.’ 

Moreover, the economic hardships of the early 1840s—re- 
sulting in the 1842 “Stop and Tax” law—had slowed commerce 
while also prompting the state to stop construction on the Erie's 
enlargement, sending construction workers scampering for jobs 
as boatmen. In 1843, with more people fighting for fewer jobs, 
workers had incentives to keep themselves sober and reliable. As 
the crisis eased by the late 1840s, the demand for workers once 
again taxed the supply. . 

Reformers added another explanation for shifting patterns in 
alcohol consumption: once converted to Christian ways, boatmen 
left the evil waterway, only to be replaced by a new crop of 
sinners. Although most missionaries agreed that the general 
moral state of the Canal improved vastly by the end of the 
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antebellum period, they also admitted that a great deal of sin 
continued to thrive on the waterway. A. H. Mather, a Bethel 
missionary at West Troy in 1854, sighed, “I am in doubts if 
with all the exertions of Missionaries and other Christian influ- 
ences brought to bear, there is any actual progress made; that is, 
if there are more brought to Christ than led away from him.” 

The frankness with which Bethel reformers acknowledged that 
they faced resistance from some boatmen suggests that their re- 
ports of workers’ improvements and, sometimes, conversions may 
well have been accurate. Reformers insisted that many canal 
workers greeted their efforts with a degree of interest and respect. 
Even though boatmen did not always modify their behavior to 
suit the Bethel reformers, most of them refrained from cursing 
or threatening the preachers who considered them the most dis- 
solute group in all America. Assuming that many otherwise pro- 
fane canal workers did indeed welcome Bethel reformers with 
courtesy, how do we explain these workers’ willingness to lend 
an ear to the very men who constantly proclaimed their wick- 
edness? 

The reformers offered a few explanations. While they would 
have liked to believe that boatmen were eager to discover Christ, 
missionaries realized that boatmen had other reasons for listening 
to preachers. Having expected to encounter more hostility from 
canallers, one missionary remarked with cynicism, “As it is in 
our army, so on our canals—the scarcity of reading make the 
irreligious even eager to get tracts.” Others noted how mission- 
aries won over canallers by approaching them with sympathy 
rather than exhortations. Deacon M. Eaton, a popular missionary, 
remembered how some ministers “have told the boatmen that 
they were the worst class of men in the world, and ought to go 
to the State prison. This, perhaps was too true.” Yet it was not 
a good strategy for reform, prompting Eaton to add, “But the 
truth is not to be spoken at all times.” The Bethel Society tried 
to select compassionate missionaries. At least one, the Reverend 
Lyman Judson, had been a canal driver. His experience, the So- 
ciety’s officials believed, allowed him to win the confidence of 
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his listeners and to provide them with a model for their tt 


_ demption.”? 


Canal workers had various reasons for welcoming the mission» 


aries. However, since so few workers left written records, we can 


only speculate from reformers’ reports what inspired certain ca 


- nallers to welcome the missionaries or, even, the evangelical mes 


sage they spread. A few possibilities emerge from these and other 
sources: some workers genuinely sought a more devout life; oth 
ers saw piety as a vehicle for social mobility, for realizing middle 
class respectability; and still others appreciated the reformers’ 
attention to their physical and emotional needs. 

Many workers showed apparently genuine interest in evan- 
gelical teachings, and at least some underwent full-fledged con 
versions. Often workers reported to the missionaries that they 
had grown up in pious homes. Separation from their families and 
communities discouraged workers from acting righteously (or so 
missionaries thought), but they did not require much encour: 
agement to reawaken their religious selves. And some workers 
came to the Canal as converted Christians and never lost their 
religious devotion despite the depraved conditions in which they 
found themselves. 

Sabbath attendance at most Bethel churches varied signifi- 
cantly from week to week, from a dozen to several hundred. 
Canallers who bothered to attend church at all probably genu- 
inely sought salvation. Church attendance, of course, does not 
reflect religiosity: in Rochester, according to historian Paul John- 
son, “the most powerful source of the workingman’s revival was 
the simple, coercive fact that many wage earners worked for men 
who insisted on seeing them in church.” But external pressures 
made it less likely, not more, that boatmen would enter a house 
of worship. Most canallers had to work on the Sabbath and at- 
tended church:at the peril of losing their jobs. While a small 
number worked for Sabbath-observing lines, even their employ- 
ers could not easily compel them to attend church, since—unlike 
manufacturers in Rochester—the proprietors of boat companies 
could not easily keep track of their crews’ whereabouts. Crews 
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spent the Sabbath wherever their boats happened to tie up on 
Saturday nights—and not necessarily in the same city as the 
boats’ owners. Pious captains might enforce church attendance, 
but otherwise boatmen would have felt little compulsion to wor- 
ship on Sundays.*° 

If few boatmen felt coerced to go to church, some might have 
gone in the hopes of elevating their status in a fluid class system. 
Just as middle-class parents worried that their children might 
slip into the ranks of canal drivers, some canal workers hoped to 
uplift themselves into the middle classes. They did not all take 
pride in being associated permanently with a group seen as vul- 
gar and violent. Missionaries frequently commented that con- 
verted boatmen felt compelled to leave the waterway because of 
its evil influences. But it seems just as likely that these boatmen 
adopted pious ways, however consciously or unconsciously, pre- 
cisely so that they could leave the Canal and join middle-class 
life onshore. 

Some workers clearly thought that the waterway might lead 
to enhanced social and economic opportunities. Eleazor Conkey 
provides a stark illustration of these aspirations. “Discontented” 
with his work on the family farm in Livingston County, New 
York, nineteen-year-old Eleazor set out in 1825 for the booming 
town of Rochester. Having left with only his “father’s blessing,” 
a three-pound note, and a change of clothes, the young Conkey’s 
discontent probably stemmed from bleak economic prospects on 
the farm. His father had already shared ownership of the family 
farm with Eleazor’s brother and did not have the means to pro- 
vide his younger son with land. That the elder Conkey supported 
his son’s departure yet did not give him more than his three- 
pound note also suggests that the family did not have the ma- 
terial means to set Conkey up in a business other than farming. 
Thus, Conkey reported, “My father [gave] me leave to go and 
seek my fortune.’?! 

Within hours of arriving in Rochester, Conkey met a canal 
boat captain in need of a bowsman—the hand riding in the front 
of the boat who alerted the rest of the crew to upcoming obsta- 
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cles in navigation, kept towlines untangled, and helped cast off 
cand land the boat. Conkey immediately signed on at eight 


pounds per month. For the next four years, he held a variety of 


_ positions on boat crews. Conkey then left the Canal in 1829 to 
= take a job in the town of Livonia as a store clerk—a job that 


provided a low-level entry into the new business classes. In 1831, 


at the age of twenty-five, he sought to improve his economic 


prospects further and returned to Rochester “in pursuit of busi- 
ness.” There he took employment as a canal boat captain. Al- 
though some boat captains failed to win the respect of their 
middle-class acquaintances onshore, those who comported them- 
selves in accord with middle-class norms usually did. Captains 
who supervised passenger boats, in particular, commanded both 
crews and authority. When, in 1836, Conkey was made captain 
of a forty-passenger packet boat, he noted that his appointment 
to that coveted position came “to the great disappointment to 
my brethren in business.” His good fortune meant a lost oppor- 
tunity to other ambitious captains. . 

Conkey continued to work as a boat captain until 1839, when 
economic prospects on the Canal began to look discouraging in 
the wake of the Panic of 1837 and the expansion of railroad 
lines. With his expectations depressed, at the end of the 1839 
season Conkey “laid my boat up and settled off with my crew 
and wound up my boating business for the season and I hope 
forever.” After that, he joined a partnership running a distilling 
and grocery business. He had come to the Canal in search of 
economic opportunity, and he had found it. His work on the 
waterway earned him cash, which ultimately allowed him to buy 
into a business. Conkey’s business prospered, he bought a larger 
share of it and a bigger house, and in 1843 his fellow citizens 
affirmed his social status by electing him a Rochester alderman.” 

Conkey was not alone in dreaming of finding his “fortune” 
through canal work. One of his steersmen left him to become a 
captain of a prestigious lake boat. Michael Moran, an Irish im- 
migtant, worked as a driver in the early 1850s, was promoted 
to steersman, saved his money, bought his own boat, and by 
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1860 owned and operated a fleet of canal and river boats. Pres 
ident James Garfield got his start as a driver on the Ohio canals, 
prompting Horatio Alger to write a biography of him. While 
these men were exceptional, their aspirations might not have 
been so unusual. In an 1833 advertisement for accommodations 
on his packet boat, a boat owner rhymed: 


Our Boats are fine, them none surpass, 
Our captains polite, if only ask’d 
And Stewards wide awake, you'll see— 
For captains—they expect to be. 


Just as this doggerel suggests that boat passengers anticipated 
finding impolite and lazy crew members on canal boats, it also 
suggests they would not find it implausible that canallers 
dreamed of upward mobility. 

While we know little about Conkey’s religious beliefs and 
practices, we do know that he admired the same qualities in 
workers as did the Bethel reformers. Not only did he dismiss 
one worker for being unsteady and another for fighting, but— 
at least after he became a shop owner—he encouraged temper- 
ance. Although he owned a distillery, Conkey, ironically, jotted 
down in his diary that indolence and intemperance could break 
a man. When a brother-in-law fell prey to these vices, Conkey 
gave him shelter and a job and resolved to give him wages 
“whether he deserves them or not.” Since his brother-in-law had 
once been “one of the smartest appearing young men of the 
town,” Conkey’s doubts about his ability to truly earn his wages 
shows that Conkey believed that intemperance reduced produc- 
tivity and social advancement. While we do not know whether 
Conkey welcomed Bethel missionaries on his boat, he clearly 
agreed with them that an even and sober temperament was a 
Prerequisite to upward mobility—and he, like many others 
sought such mobility along the Canal. 

Whether socially ambitious or not, whether genuinely pious 
or not, some boatmen greeted Bethel missionaries warmly be- 
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use of the material aid they offered. Even those workers who 
d no intention of ever giving up their drinking or swearing 
ere often relieved to see the preachers who worked to improve 
their living and working conditions. One missionary reported 
that workers “seem to feel the missionary and the chaplain are 
their peculiar friends, and often even those who are not profess- 
‘ing Christians, have tried to say something to encourage their 
hearts and manifest their respect for them.” Missionaries cared 
for the sick, found Christian families to provide canallers with 
~-watm meals and occasionally a bed, supplied workers with cloth- 
ing, intervened to protect them from abusive employers, and 
buried the “friendless dead.” This helps explain why even some 
dedicated Catholics welcomed the Protestant missionaries.” 

For similarly practical reasons, the Bethel Society's crusade for 
the suspension of canal business from sundown Saturday to sun- 
down Sunday must have met with near-universal approval among 
overworked canal workers. If some truly desired a day devoted 
to worship, all canal workers—from drivers to toll collectors— 
faced long hours at the job, since the Canal operated twenty-four 
hours a day, seven days a week. Missionaries claimed that boat- 
men who worked seven days a week earned the same monthly 
wages as their counterparts employed by boat lines that observed 
the Sabbath——the so-called six-day lines or pioneers (named after 
the original Sabbatarian boat company, the Pioneer Line). They 
also observed, “We believe, from personal conversations with 
boatmen and others, that those employed feel dissatisfied with 
this state of things, and want a day of rest. Though not Chris- 
tians, they feel that God has given them a right to one day in 
seven.” William Liddle and John Homan, clerks in the Rochester 
collector’s office, made an appeal to the Canal Board along ex- 
actly those lines. They complained in 1851 that “they are re- 
quired to work nights as day times: and average each not less 
than fifteen hours constant & arduous labor in every twenty four. 
That they have no days of rest from the commencement to the 
end of their service—no Sabbaths & no opportunities for relax- 
ation.” Middle-class New Yorkers who opposed Sabbatarian laws, 
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as we have seen, claimed that canallers would use the Sabbath 
to drink, gamble, and visit houses of ill fame. If this were indeed 
the case—and it is consistent with many contemporary observa- 
tions—then ungodly canallers certainly would have welcomed 
the missionaries’ efforts to secure them a day of rest (and diver- 
sion) on Sunday.’ ! 

Perhaps it is not so surprising after all that non-Christian canal 
workers welcomed missionaries “who sympathize{d} with them 
in all their troubles, advise{d} them in circumstances of difficulty 
and perplexity, and urge{d} upon them the claims of the Gospel 
for present attention.” Canal workers faced no shortage of trou- 
bles, and while on rare occasions they came together to strike 
for higher wages, usually these young men protested their work 
conditions by quitting. But that was not always an option for 
the more desperate among them. So some welcomed missionaries, 
from whom they could receive material help even when they did 
not offer their souls in return. Moreover, unlike many other 
members of the middle classes, missionaries were willing to re- 
late to these workers on a human level, as people fully capable 
of salvation—and worthy of improved living and working con- 
ditions. So it was that unhealthy conditions and long hours made 
many of these boys unusually willing to attach themselves to the 
reformers who described them as “young in years, but old in sin, 
very giants of wickedness.” And perhaps they had one final rea- 
son for seeing the missionaries as their allies: reformers placed 
much of the responsibility for the workers’ depravity on the 
shoulders of the commercial classes.> 


While Bethel missionaries held boatmen responsible for their 
own wickedness—the Second Great Awakening was, after all, 
based on a belief in moral free agency—they placed even more 
blame on the businessmen who created the conditions that 
tempted canal workers into vice. Merchants and forwarders, ac- 
cording to the society’s official publications, helped to bring ruin 
upon the boatmen by excluding them from Christian society, 
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separating them from the moral influence of their homes and 
families, neglecting their physical welfare, setting a bad example 
by consuming large quantities of alcohol themselves, and—most 
“egtegiously—denying them the Sabbath as a day of rest and 
_ prayer. The society declared, “it is unjust, as well as unchristian, 
_ thus to subject a class of men, who toil and suffer to our benefit, 
_ to such evils—such loss of morals and of happiness.” Employers 
had the responsibility to create a working environment that 
= would allow lost boys to develop into virtuous men.”’ 

The Bethel Society made clear that it did not see the degra- 
dation of canal workers as the inevitable consequence of the mar- 
ket revolution. Rather, responsibility for the canallers’ moral ruin 
rested squarely with their employers’ conscious decisions to wor- 
ship Mammon more than God. Reformers sought to remind 
businessmen that, despite protestations to the contrary, they did 
indeed profit at someone else’s expense. When merchants te- 
quired their workers to labor on God's day, reformers argued, 
they opened the door for other sins to follow. Deprived of a day 
to honor God and to hear His teachings, canallers were forced 
to sink deeper and deeper into iniquity. 

_ Nothing outraged Bethel reformers more than the desecration 
of the Sabbath. “The greatest obstacle in the way of improvement 
and salvation of this class of men [boatmen] is, the unjust and 
wicked conduct of their employers, in DEPRIVING THEM OF THE PRIV- 
ILEGES AND BENEFITS OF THE SABBATH ... ,’ declared the 
society’s first annual report. Commercial men who themselves 
attended church with their families expected their employees to 
work on the Sabbath. New York did have a Sabbatarian law on 
the books, and attempts to enforce the law dated back to the 
earliest years of the Canal. But debates in the legislature consis- 

tently failed to bring the laws back to life. Some legislators ar- 

gued against the laws on practical grounds: they would entail a 

E loss of revenue, increase competition from alternative transpor- 
i tation routes, and encourage the congregation of immoral work- 
ers onshore. Some people, particularly Jacksonians (who often 
voted against the laws while supporting their aims), were ideo- 
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logically opposed to the state’s involvement in the issue because 
of constitutional guarantees related to the separation of church 
and state. Such arguments did not convince the Bethel reformers, 
who thought that the state was itself in need of reform, since 
it demanded that its canal employees work on the Lord’s day, 
C. T. Beach, a Bethel missionary at Syracuse, protested that “at 
every lock, men are employed and paid by the officers of this 
State for violating the Sabbath. If the opening of these Locks on 
the Sabbath was a private and unauthorized desecration of the 
Lord’s Day it would be comparatively harmless and innocent, 
but it receives the high and solemn sanction of the People, of the 
State of New York.” 

What caused this hypocrisy among the business classes as well 
as state officials? Why were otherwise pious men tempted to act 
in such “unjust and wicked ways”? And why did the state ex- 
empt the Canal from Sabbatarian laws? “The Jove of money,” Sail- 
or’s Magazine responded, “is the cause of most of the Sabbath 
breaking in the land.’38 . 

The same concern for money, however, led other pious mer- 
chants to support the enforcement of the state’s Sabbatarian law. 
Without the legally mandated closing of the locks, they worried 
that their observation of the Sabbath would make them lose out 
to less pious competitors. By turning to the state for moral reg- 
ulation of the economy, these businessmen apparently hoped 
(like many of those who petitioned the Canal Board about routes 
and tolls) that the state would make sure that no businessman 
would profit at another’s direct expense. In 1845, one “Harlow” 
wrote to the Rochester Daily Democrat that he could not under- 
stand why the Democratic-controlled legislature did not pass a 
law shutting down the locks on Sunday, since “all (or nearly all) 
of the forwarders petitioned for this the last spring . . . As one, 
whose business is almost entirely on the canal,” Harlow contin- 
ued, “I should be glad to see this law pass, not only for our own 
rest and comfort, but for the well being of those who are engaged 
as captains and hands on the boats.” Yet nothing would have 
prohibited Harlow from joining the other businessmen who vol- 
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tarily closed on the Sabbath—nothing but fear of loss of 
business to competitors. Only if his competitors rested could 
arlow—and his workers—rest. The Bethel Society's missionary 
at Rochester recalled that “in conversations with proprietors and 
agents, a general desire was expressed for a reformation in regard 
“to running the boats on the Sabbath, accompanied however with 


the apprehension that others would get their patronage, should 


they attempt.” To try to allay such fears, the society published 


accounts illustrating how proprietors of six-day lines had actually 


fared better financially than their counterparts who conducted 
business on the Sabbath. By linking material and moral pros- 
perity, the society hoped to sway business owners.°? 

While the Bethel Society lambasted businessmen for dese- 
crating the Sabbath and corrupting their employees, the society 
turned to these same men—and their wives, sisters, and chil- 
dren—for financial help. And despite the harsh criticisms levied 
against them as a group, merchants and their families did indeed 
donate substantial amounts of money to the Bethel cause. During 
the financial panic of 1837, however, donations to the Bethel 
Society waned. The society’s officers explained that ‘commercial 
men have heretofore (the acknowledgement is but just) been the 
most liberal supporters of the Bethel cause, and much reliance 
was placed upon this source for funds to sustain our efforts. 
Hence the commercial embarrassment has disappointed our ex- 
pectations, and greatly diminished the receipts in our Treasury.” 
When a cholera epidemic struck New York State in 1849, the 
society once again reported that its finances were very much tied 
to those of the entrepreneurial classes: “Those desolations, as a 
general rule, followed the channels of inland navigation, greatly 
crippling the business of commercial men, and consequently di- 
minishing our pecuniary expectations from them. Women $ 
auxiliaries and youth associations raised money for the society as 
well, even though the participants frequently came from families 
headed by a man who made his money from commercial 
activities.“ 

Why would individuals contribute money, and occasionally 


166 The Artificial River 


time, to an organization that held them responsible for the deg» 
radation of canal workers, a degradation that supposedly threats 
ened the moral fabric of American society? Why would these 
men and women support reform societies whose agents claimed 
that business practices not only perpetuated vice and wickedness 
but also threatened the very destiny of the nation? Silas Marks, 
the Lockport merchant, volunteered one answer: the middle 
classes defined themselves in part by involvement in reform and 
benevolent causes. He wrote to relatives in Connecticut that “the 
Ladies here are also engaged in the same kind of benevolent 
Matters as those of down East I mean the Great objects of the 
day such as pioneering and supporting societies such as aboli. 
tionism, Moral Reform &c and what not and its heresy not to 
wink at their proceedings and give liberly constantly.” By sup- 
porting reform movements—whether or not they genuinely be- 
lieved in their causes—women and men confirmed their standing 
as upright citizens. In a time when economic mobility could be 
downward as well as upward, members of the commercial classes 
in particular were eager to define their class status in terms of 
culture rather than simply economics. Although an economic 
collapse could deprive them of their money, it could not take 
away their piety and social concern. Benevolence, moreover, 
served as a reminder to the community—and voters—that oth- 
ers depended on the businessmen’s goodwill. It allowed busi- 
nessmen to feel as though they were fulfilling their paternal role 
in society.*! 

Like other regions that experienced widespread evangelical 
conversions during the Second Great Awakening, the Burned- 
Over District hosted dozens of reform movements throughout 
the antebellum period. Some New Yorkers did their best to 
bring on the millennium by perfecting themselves and others 
through movements that tried to remedy a legion of evils in 
society. Although the Bethel Society represented just one in a 
long list of antebellum reform organizations, its efforts to reform 
canal workers tapped a particularly emotional chord among the 
region’s entrepreneurs. Each morning when merchants went to 
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t eir offices and warehouses along the canal banks, the sights, 
punds, and smells of the Erie Canal greeted them. They saw 
sleepy young boys, dressed in ragged cotton trousers, repeatedly 
icking their gaunt and sluggish horses; they heard boatmen 
shouting obscenities, in a variety of accents, at respectable pas- 
“gengers on other boats; they saw young women leaving their 
houses of “ill fame”; and they smelled the alcohol and filth on 
men stumbling out of grog houses to catch up with their boats 
waiting in lines to clear the locks. But they also saw freight 
boats, loaded with sacks of grain, with a man at the tiller, his 
“wife in the cabin, and the children on deck reading. The first 
sensual bombardment represented a social nightmare—a re- 
| minder that the commercial success depended on the labor of 
tens of thousands of wage earners, many of whom never even 
had a chance at “respectable citizenship” because of their accents, 
skin color, sex, or age. The second represented the dream of the 
market revolution: the creation of unlimited possibilities for 
commercial expansion within the older context of a family- 
centered, socially stable community. Finding themselves em- 
broiled in an economic and social revolution, a revolution that 
promised them immense prosperity if it also brought the risk of 
serious failure, some commercial men may have supported canal 
reform in an attempt to direct the market revolution away from 
the nightmare and toward the dream. Within the context of 
widespread religious and reformist fervor, then, some commercial 
men and women probably genuinely shared the Bethel Societys 
goals of bringing Christianity and civility to the artificial river. 
But by holding employers responsible for the workers’ circum- 
stances, the Bethel Society reminded businessmen that the mar- 
ket revolution that had made them prosperous had also debased 
workers. The harmony of class interests, reformers implied, de- 
pended as much on employers as on the employed. Those com- 
mercial men who kept their businesses open on Sunday, as moat 
did, imperiled their workers’ moral and physical health. But 
who are these men, who make such wicked exactions on their 
fellow beings?” asked the American Bethel Society in preparing 
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to offer its own response. “They are generally men who hold a 
respectable rank in the community, and who claim to have high 
regard for morals. Many of them, too, are the professed followers 
of Christ, and are perhaps at the house of God, ot sitting around the 
communion table, while these men are toiling in their service 
and for their profit.” Closing their businesses on the Sabbath, 
while a good start, would not be enough to compensate for the 
accumulated harm that businessmen had inflicted on their work- 
ers. Writing in 1851 about canal drivers, the Bethel missionary 
Sereno Bishop pushed employers to take greater responsibility 
for their workers’ well-being. Canal drivers, he pleaded, “are sus- 
ceptible. enough of good influence, though many of them are 
grossly wicked. Their neglected condition is greatly to be pitied, 
It is time that all the care that is shewn them should not be 
from the missionary alone.” For merchants to give money to 
support Bethel missionaries was not enough. Instead, the boys’ 
“employers should feel the responsibility which attaches to that 
relation, and exercise careful attention toward their moral and 
physical welfare.” Businessmen, in other words, had paternal 
responsibilities.* 

When they chose to support Bethel reforms, some business- 
men thought that their pocketbooks would ultimately benefit. 
Employers throughout industrial America supported temperance 
campaigns because heavy drinking among workers tended to de- 
crease productivity, encourage irregular hours, and lead to acci- 
dents. Thaddeus Joy, who was by occupation a forwarding agent 
and by avocation the president of the Canal Temperance Society, 
illustrated another manner in which an employer's self-interest 
could coincide with reformers’ attempts to elevate workers’ cir- 
cumstances. Joy described the practices of the Albany and Troy 
Towing Company, which hired 450 boys to drive horses along 
the Canal. During the first year of the company’s operation, the 
boys spent their evenings and free time at the horse barns along 
the towpath. The boys “contracted habits of intemperance, and 
became otherwise dissolute and vicious.” The following year, in 
order to combat the drivers’ drunkenness, the company placed 
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its drivers on the boats with the crews. “The drivers are now 
‘members of the captain’s family, are kindly treated, and are en- 
‘tirely under his control and government,” Joy happily noted. 
Boys ruled the station barns; adults supervised boats.“ 


By bringing the drivers under the close supervision of adults, 
the towing company gained some control over its employees. 


Paul Johnson, in his study of the Rochester revivals, has sug- 
gested that some shopkeepers embraced evangelical revivalism 


because it replaced some of the social control they had lost over 
their workers with the advent of industrialization. When masters 
and journeymen lived under the same roof, employers could exert 
tight controls over their workers’ habits. But once factories re- 
placed shops, and journeymen moved into their own neighbor- 
hoods, employers lost control over their workers’ leisure-time 
habits and morals. Similarly, when some businessmen supported 
the Bethel cause, they reacted in part to the missionaries’ em- 
phasis on placing workers under tighter supervision. (Although 
the Bethel Society often argued that boat captains provided du- 
bious moral examples, it—and its commercial supporters—per- 
haps reasoned that the boys would at least do less damage if 
fewer of them congregated in one place.) Bethel missionaries 
recognized that some commercial men supported their reforms 
for self-interested reasons. “Many of the boatmen and capitalists 
who are not religious persons, and some even who are skeptics,” 
wrote one missionary, “are much interested in the work of the 
canal missionary; because say they, ‘It tends to reform and elevate 
the class of men we employ.’ ’’*° 

In addition to enhancing employers’ control over their work- 
ers, tighter supervision of workers—businessmen could ration- 
alize to themselves—served the nation’s common good. Some 
commercial men remarked that by supporting the boatmen’s im- 
provement, and encouraging social order, they would help to 
keep the country on course toward its manifest destiny. When 
several hundred businessmen signed petitions in 1838 and 1839 
asking forwarders to obey the Sabbath, they appealed to their 
fellow men of commerce to do so for the Republic. They wrote 
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that “the welfare of country” requires the observance of the 
Sabbath. “A despotic government can exist where people are 
degraded, but free institutions will be sustained only by an ins 
telligent and moral people—Make then this people ignorant and 
immoral, and you will destroy our prosperity, peace, and repub- 
lic.” The Bethel Society also played on both religious and secular 
fears in order to plead the canallers’ cause; the two, in fact, were 
inseparable. “Any business arrangement that necessarily involves 
a constant desecration of the Sabbath is not only contrary to the 
express commandment of God, but also derogatory to the nature 
and undeniable rights of our citizens,” resolved members present 
at the third annual meeting. The Bethel Society constantly 
warned commercial men against relegating their workers to a 
shunned and lowly class and thereby threatening the moral, ec- 
onomic, and political future of God’s chosen nation.“ 

The society reminded the commercial classes that prosperity 
and progress had their costs. They could choose to pay now, by 
giving up business activity on the Sabbath and assuming paternal 
responsibility for their workers. Or they could pay later—at a 
compounded rate—by creating an unsteady workforce, under- 
_ mining the Republic, and delaying the onset of the millennium. 
Some businessmen found themselves in a bind: they felt per- 
suaded by calls for reform, yet they felt equally pulled by the 
“love of money.” The Bethel missionaries would not let them 
forget that commercial prosperity and moral virtue did not al- 
ways go together—that they were in fact sometimes at odds. 
Some businessmen expressed ambivalence over the moral ex- 
penses of the commercial revolution from which they profited. 
They acknowledged that “justice to the laboring classes, with a 
proper sense of the wrongs they are made to endure, by being 
compelled to violate the ‘Laws of the State,’ and break the ‘Holy 
Sabbath,’ or lose the situations they occupy connected with the 
business of the Canals, demands that all engaged should enjoy 
their inalienable rights, and be freed from oppression . . "47 

Businessmen continued to draw on Revolutionary rhetoric 
when they spoke of inalienable rights and oppression, but their 
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nore general views of progress and society had evolved a great 
leal since Judge Richardson’s 1817 ceremony. Looking around 
them, businessmen could see that progress was driven by what 
was fast becoming a distinct class of workers, a class defined as 
much by employers’ “oppression” as by its own culture of vio- 
lence and profanity. They tried to solve these problems by turn- 
ing to churches and families to re-create social stability and, 
perhaps, a modicum of deference. With very few exceptions, 
though, not even reformers considered slowing the commercial 
revolution and sending canallers back to farms to earn honest 
f livings off the land. Progress had taken on a life of its own, one 
they could no longer stop but could hope only to guide by 
improving the moral and physical conditions of canal workers 
within the commercial context. They worked to close the locks 
on Sunday, to discourage the sale and consumption of alcohol, 
and to lodge canal drivers on boats rather than in barns. By doing 
so, they could remove the “wickedness” from the commercial 
revolution—and possibly increase their profits at the same time. 
Together, they and their workers could hasten the earthly per- 
fection that would usher in the millennium. For in God's King- 
dom, they knew, commercial progress and moral virtue could 
surely coexist. 


| 


EPILOGUE 


Becoming Second Nature 


E 1858, the New York State Legislature once again debated 
the Sabbath closing of the Erie Canal locks. This time, though, 
two of the bill’s opponents, George Jeremiah and Dwight Bach- 
eller, raised a novel issue. The state, they said, could not stop 
canal traffic on Sunday for a simple reason: it did not have the 
authority to do so. The Canal and its tributaries had ceased to 
be wards of the state; these waterways could no longer be ‘“‘re- 
garded as common channels of conveyance, in the nature, that 
is, of public roads . . .” The Canal now shared more in common 
with lakes and seas. And just as “no one” would call for a halt 
to oceangoing navigation on Sunday, so it was unthinkable to 
close the Erie. The emphasis in the term “artificial river” had 
shifted from “artificial” to “river,” from man-made to natural.’ 

For all its technological brilliance, the Erie Canal had created 
a landscape that people took for granted. As its sponsors had 
promised nearly a half century earlier, the Canal—and the com- 
mercial revolution—had quickly transformed the upstate “wil- 
derness” into “civilization.” Hundreds of thousands of people 
now called the Canal corridor home. Farmers and merchants alike 
made property investments based on what they assumed were 
permanent alterations to the region’s topography, and some vig- 
orously protested changes to that already artificial landscape. 
Without a second thought, farmers kept an anxious eye on the 
price of wheat in England and dressed their children in ready- 
made shirts and shoes. Syracuse, Utica, and Albany—among 
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‘other inland cities—took on the bustle of seaports. Meanwhile, 
New York became the nation’s preeminent port; and Niagara 
Falls, a leading destination for honeymooners. But by helping to 
make possible this busy commercial setting, the Erie Canal had 
guaranteed its own obsolescence. Railroads, not canals, would 
ultimately meet the middle classes’ raised expectations. 
The iron horse came to the Empire State in 1831, when amid 
much fanfare a train called the DeWitt Clinton took its maiden 
voyage between Albany and Schenectady. The irony in naming 
the state’s first train after the Canal’s chief supporter, who had 
died three years earlier, did not strike observers at the time. They 
initially envisioned trains that would complement, not compete 
with, canals. By avoiding the twenty-seven locks between Albany 
and Schenectady, the DeWitt Clinton saved Canal passengers a 
day’s travel. Public officials worked hard to protect the state's 
substantial investments in artificial waterways. The state’s initial 
railroad charters prohibited freight trains along routes that com- 
peted with the Erie (except during the months when the water- 
way was frozen). In 1847, the legislature began permitting 
railroads to haul freight all year long in exchange for paying 
canal tolls during the season of navigation, and then in 1851, 
after years of pressure from merchants, the state repealed the tolls 
altogether. Two years later, Erastus Corning brought the state’s 
existing short railroad lines under the control of the New York 
Central Railroad, thus foreshadowing the Canal’s demise. Al- 
though the waterway continued to carry more freight than the 
consolidated railroad until the 1880s, by the 1850s the New 
York Central was steadily draining the Canal of business. Rail- 
roads did not close down in winter, and steam locomotives trav- 
eled in all weather at speeds unimaginable to those who first 
marvelled at the swiftness of canal passages. If the Erie Canal 
compressed distance and time, the railroads annihilated them, or 
so it appeared to the amazed observer in the mid-nineteenth 
century.” 
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When Governor William Seward delivered his first annual mes 
sage to the New York State Legislature in 1839, he echoed words 
that DeWitt Clinton had first spoken more than twenty years 
before. “Nature, never jealous of our co-operation, supplies us 
with resources and facilities, but presents few of her works fins 
ished for our immediate use . . . The policy of our state is so 
legibly written upon its surface that to err in reading that policy, 
or to be slothful in pursuing it, is equally unpardonable.” Sew 
ard, like Clinton, believed that economic and moral progress bore 
an intimate connection to each other, and that internal improve 
ments would lead New York and the nation toward their man 
ifest destiny. But Seward spoke of railroads as well as canals.’ 
The governor of 1839 also addressed a different audience, one 
that gave different meanings to these familiar-sounding words. 
Born in 1801 and more than thirty years Clinton’s junior, Seward 
had grown up in a “nation of traders” and became one of the 
country’s leading Whigs. Unlike the Canal’s original sponsors, 
Seward recognized the role of wage labor, even immigrant labor, 
in sustaining economic progress. When other Whigs vilified im- 
migrants as threats to American stability and prosperity, Seward 
rejected such nativist rhetoric. He knew only too well that im- 
migrant workers played a crucial role in building and operating 
the state’s internal improvements. Still, Seward did not celebrate 
diversity; instead, he accepted it as a temporary evil that could 
be overcome. At a ceremony marking the completion of the 
Boston—Albany railroad in 1842, he noted that “we of New York 
are not . . . a homogeneous people. It is one of our cares, by the 
agency of benign and equal institutions, to assimilate all these 
various masses and reduce them to one great, harmonious, 
united, and happy people.” Like the Bethel reformers, Seward 
believed that no matter how depraved the “masses,” they were 
capable of citizenship and upward mobility. Moreover, the na- 
tion’s very future depended on this seemingly simple belief—a 
belief that came to be called free labor.‘ 
In the following decades, free-labor ideology would prove a 
rallying cry not just for middle-class New Yorkers but for a wide 
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age of Northerners. Belief in upward mobility became central 
o their idea of progress; “it is possible,” as the Bethel reformers 
had reminded their listeners, “for a canal driver to make a man.” 
Otherwise, how could the middle classes celebrate the commer- 
cial revolution? How else could they justify working conditions 
that did not befit “republican free men”? How else could they 

allay their fears about class conflict? Slavery was antithetical to 
their vision of a fluid society. Not only did it deny slaves the 
_ possibility of upward mobility; more important, it degraded poor 
| whites, who at best deferred to aristocratic slave owners and who 
at worst worked side by side with slaves. If slavery took hold in 

the western territories, what would the prospects be like for canal 
| drivers and their counterparts in factories and garret sweatshops? 
It was not coincidental that some Bethel reformers joined the 
antislavery movement—or that in 1854 Seward became one of 
the founders of the Republican Party, whose diverse membership 
coalesced around a shared opposition to the westward expansion 
of slavery. 


Becoming Second Nature 


In October 1858, Seward—who had served in the U.S. Senate 
since 1849—made a chilling observation that continues to in- 
fluence our understanding of the years leading up to the Civil 
War. While campaigning in Rochester, he compared the South’s 
slave labor to the North’s free labor. These two systems would 
collide, he predicted, as Americans in search of economic oppor- 
tunity relentlessly flooded the western territories, a process that 
he—along with many others—deemed crucial to the nation’s 
progress. “It is an irrepressible conflict,” he warned, “between 
opposing and enduring forces, and it means that the United 
States must and will, sooner or later, become either entirely a 
slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.” Whether he 
fully believed the alarm he sounded, Seward clearly hoped to win 
votes for his Republican Party. On the most obvious level, he 
tried to unite Rochesterians by invoking the specter of Southern 
slavery—the common enemy that threatened the North from 
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without. But when he pointed to the virtues of the free-labor 
system, Seward also appealed to Northerners worried about the 
gtowing divisions within Northern society.’ 

Free-labor rhetoric could calm the nerves of a variety of voters, 
To those already securely in power, Seward offered the comfort: 
ing message that while progress fostered class competition, the free- 
labor system, with its promise of upward mobility, could actually 
help to quell class conflict; “the unchecked and equal rivalry of 
all classes of men, at once secures universal contentment, and 
brings into the highest possible activity all the physical, moral 
and social energies of the whole state.” To those at the lower 
end of the ladder, Seward held out the promise of upward mo- 
bility. Any free-labor state, he promised, “inevitably becomes, 
sooner or later, a republic or a democracy.” By effectively rede- 
fining American democracy as founded on the premise of free 
labor, Seward and his fellow Republicans led their party to a 
dominant position in the North, sending waves of fear through- 
out the white South.°® 

DeWitt Clinton, too, would have cringed at an association of 
“the Republic” and the “common people.” What had happened 
to deference? Seward accepted the notion of democracy, perhaps 
because he, unlike his predecessor, realized that social divisions 
and disorder could occupy even the “middle landscape” of the 
Canal corridor. Seward championed uplifting the masses into a 
“united” political community—to use his term—precisely be- 
cause he recognized that the antebellum North was far from 
harmonious. Seward, along with many other Republicans, 
adapted his understanding of progress to the contentious de- 
mands of the commercial era. For if protest and reform repre- 
sented a growing dissatisfaction with affairs as they were, protest 
and reform also suggested that ordinary men and women still 
thought the world was theirs to shape. 

But the secession of the Southern states tested the imagination 
of the optimists, even while the railroad’s iron tracks were 
leading Northerners to a vastly different future from the one 
projected by Clinton and the early visionaries of internal im- 
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»srovements. That future would also diverge substantially from 
he initial expectations of the men and women whose quotidian 
existence centered on the Canal and its tributary enterprises. Yet 
‘even before an 1862 act of the legislature blandly declared the 
completion of the Erie Canal Enlargement—an event that oc- 
 casioned scant public comment, and no celebration whatsoever 
_.—few middle-class Northerners dwelled on the ironies wrought 
by America’s revolution in transport. By the outbreak of the 
Civil War, their equation of progress and American destiny, like 
the Erie Canal itself, had become second nature. 


